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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to determine if practical wisdom can be
recognized as one factor that may be attributed to the success of individuals
sitting in the position of superintendent in a school district. Practical wisdom is
defined as something developed over time through experiences and knowledge.
It guides decision making on moral and practical issues. The changing political
climate coupled with increased accountability and the increased rate at which
superintendents have been retiring, have created the necessity to identify some
factors that contribute to a superintendent’s success. This study provides an
assessment of practical wisdom in a single case study analyzed through this
research of a female superintendent in a medium sized school district.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

A school district leader’s decisions are of ultimate importance to execute
change. The decisions made by a superintendent change the trajectory of the
outcomes of a school district. Halverson (2002) in his dissertation, Representing
Phronesis, Supporting Instructional Leadership Practice in Schools, chose to
study the practical wisdom, or phronesis, of a school’s leader, the principal; this
research had a focus on the practical wisdom, or phronesis, of a school district
leader, specifically, the superintendent. In following Halverson’s lead, it is the
researcher’s assumption that: “This research points toward fruitful ways for
researchers to attend to the particulars of practice as their primary work. The
phronesis is, after all, in the particulars” (2004, p. ii). This research will focus on
the “particulars” of a successful school district superintendent.
Aristotle developed the concept of “phronesis,” or practical wisdom, by
trying to capture the scope of such knowledge, or wisdom. He also pointed out
the difficulties of representing practical knowledge apart from actual practical
application of that knowledge. Artifacts, such as policies, programs, and
procedures that school district leaders develop can be a part of the practical
application of the practical wisdom of a school district superintendent. Through
the analysis of interviews, observations and artifacts, this study provides a
resource to guide the learning of aspiring school district leaders (Halverson,
2004, p. 90). Aristotle’s concept of “phronesis” provides a framework for
1

accessing and communicating how practitioners understand and apply principles
within the context of practice (as cited in Halverson, 2004, p. 92). Important to
note in this study of practical wisdom is the school district leader’s decisionmaking process. The decision-making requires an understanding of the previous
experiences that have contributed to their success. This schema, or background,
can have a profound impact on the daily decision-making process of a school
district superintendent.
Aristotle and others who have studied phronesis believe it is experiential
knowledge that shapes a person’s character. The character and background
knowledge developed from experiences is then used by individuals to plan a
course of action in problem solving and problem setting.
In The Reflective Practitioner (1983), Schon stated,
Problem setting is the process by which we define the decision to be
made, the ends to be achieved, and the means which may be chosen.
Problem setting is a process in which, interactively, we name the things to
which we will attend and frame the context in which we will attend to
them. (p. 1-2)
Schon goes on to refer to the “artistic, intuitive processes” of a reflective
practitioner. Aristotle would refer to this as the phronesis, or practical wisdom
that is utilized in specific situations.
Aristotle and other students of phronesis profess that this practical
wisdom gives leaders the perspective that allows them to make decisions,
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guided by their character, in a particular situation. The effective school district
superintendent can identify certain kinds of situations as worthy of action.
Halverson’s dissertation (2002) states phronesis, or practical wisdom, affects
how individuals act based on their interpretation of contextual particulars
(Halverson, p. 92). Phronesis, or practical wisdom, is something developed over
time through experiences and knowledge. It may guide decision making on
moral and practical issues. “Phronesis is a model for the comprehensive
capacity that integrates knowledge, judgment, understanding and intuition, in
order to effect appropriate and successful action” (Halverson, 2004, p. 94).
Phronesis helps us to understand and solve problems. It helps us to access
schema and values in order to make the right decision at the right time for the
right reasons. Phronesis is the capacity to select which rules are appropriate for
a given situation.
Halverson (2002) examines phronesis through narratives of practice that
are then examined for patterns to discern the abilities of school leaders to set,
frame and solve problems. This study examined the phronesis of a school district
leader. It determined, in part, that phronesis, or practical wisdom, is needed to
be a successful leader. The phronesis developed by a school district leader
cannot be reduced to a set of rules. However, it is found in examining each
situation from a unique perspective and then determining the best plan of action
(Halverson, p. 94).

3

Problem Statement
A concern brought up in educational leadership research, is that many
successful superintendents are of retirement age (Kowalski, McCord, Petersen,
Young & Ellerson, 2011). This means the field of educational leadership may
have fewer leaders with years of experience and the practical wisdom they have
developed over time.
The American School Superintendent 2010 Decennial Study states:
As the average age of the nation’s superintendents climbs from 56 to 60,
about half will likely retire in the next five years. Only about half (51%) of
the respondents said that they planned to still be a superintendent in
2015; a finding suggesting the probability of substantial turnover in the
next few years. (Kowalski et al., 2011, p. xv)
It is crucial to find highly qualified superintendents to replace those who are
retiring because, “Superintendents are expected to play ‘pivotal roles’ in
determining the real needs of local schools and engaging a broad spectrum of
stakeholders to determine how those needs would be met” (Kowalski et al.,
2011, p. 5). Kowalski et al. 2010 study, also addresses the fact that social
problems have increased due to changes in demographics and the complexity of
the politics that come with those problems. This has led to a sizable group of the
American population who have lost faith in current public school systems ( p. 6).
The need for strong, ethical educational leadership has never been
greater. Superintendents must deal with problems that involve management and
academics on a daily basis. They must not only know what to do, they must
4

know how to do it correctly. Every superintendent must make instruction and
learning the top priorities of his/her job. Supporting research and literature
regarding school districts and leadership have demonstrated that good working
relationships between the school district superintendent and the community, are
important to increased student achievement.
The younger generation of educational leaders have not had all the
experiences of most that currently hold the office of school district
superintendent. Some have come up through the ranks quickly due to their
charisma and ability to engage in a professional conversation utilizing all the
right terminology. Some, not all, of these younger professionals seem to only
be in search of power and a higher salary. Districts that are searching for a
superintendent must look at the experiences a superintendent brings to the job
along with their proven track record of success in a district.
How will the field of public education be able to find highly qualified
superintendents in a limited pool of qualified applicants? This study will help us
understand what qualities and characteristics a school district and search firm
should be looking for when hiring a new school district superintendent. They
should not only be looking for those items listed on a resume, but they should be
having conversations about what each of those experiences involved.

Research Questions and Format
The following research questions were explored: (a) Are the priorities of
the superintendent consistent with those represented in the artifacts? and (b) Do
5

both the priorities of the superintendent and the artifacts provide evidence of
practical wisdom?
This research used the narrative format similar to that utilized in
Halverson’s (2002, 2004) studies. Narratives of practice were developed through
interviews, observations and examination of artifacts including, agendas,
meeting minutes and other documentation accessible to the public. This
research provided data to respond to the question of whether a superintendent
exhibited practical wisdom in the context of daily decision making. “Developing
phronetic narratives of how successful leaders use artifacts to establish the
conditions for improving student learning provides a significant resource to guide
the learning of aspiring school leaders” (Halverson, 2004, p. 90).
This study contributes to the literature as the analysis of narratives and
artifacts provides practical guidance to any school district or school district
superintendents as an example of a phronesis in action. The results of this study
provided evidence that the policies, programs and strategies, put in place by a
sitting superintendent had a positive impact on the success of the school district.

6

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study is to examine what constitutes phronesis, or
practical wisdom, in the work of a school district superintendent. How can it be
recognized? What are the precursors for the use of phronesis in the office of the
superintendent?
The institution of education is being scrutinized daily with news of fiscal
and moral atrocities involving inflated wages, test scores that may have been
manipulated and unethical behavior by school district employees. As a result of
this news, many parents no longer have trust in the public education system.
Stakeholders also question the motives of those working in the field of education.
The public wants reform and politicians want to develop policy changes.
Because the office of the superintendent helps to portray the image of the
school district, it becomes critical to fill this office with an ethical leader who can
stand up to strict scrutiny. A superintendent is much like a politician and must
realize that the “microphone is always on.” But unlike a politician, a
superintendent must answer to an elected governing board in which each board
member may have his or her own political agenda.
The importance of searching for and identifying elements of successful
leadership is crucial as many districts will need to replace the leaders who are
considered to have the most experience and wisdom as they retire.
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Some elements crucial for successful leadership in education are:
establishing a balanced curriculum, safe facilities, and the capital to obtain
appropriate supplies. Other important elements include: being a lifelong learner
and developing an environment where trust is key when creating innovative
programs to the benefit of all stakeholders (Purkey & Smith, 1983; Blase &
Blase, 1998, Bolman & Deal, 1984, Seashore-Louis & Kruse, 1995, Heller &
Firestone, 1995).
The President of the Wallace Foundation stated,
How do high-quality leaders achieve this impact? By setting directions –
charting a clear course that everyone understands, establishing high
expectations and using data to track progress and performance. By
developing people – providing teachers and others in the system with the
necessary support and training to succeed. And by making the
organization work– ensuring that the entire range of conditions and
incentives in districts and schools fully supports rather than inhibits
teaching and learning. (Leithwood, 2004, p. 3)
Halverson’s (2002) dissertation studied the practical wisdom or phronesis
of school leaders. He recorded the findings of educational administrators who
had traveled this journey successfully. His intent was to help others avoid or be
able to conquer the barriers that may hinder the path to success. Halverson
found that effective leadership strategies lead to empowering teachers and
students in the classroom (p. 28). This dissertation will research a school
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district’s leader empowerment of an entire school district, including all classified,
certificated and management staff.

Phronesis
Aristotle associated three kinds of knowledge with wisdom: episteme,
techne, and phronesis. Episteme is the kind of theoretical knowledge that is most
often true under any circumstance. Techne is a type of knowledge when there
are certain rules and procedures to be followed. If the directions are followed, it
always leads to similar results regardless of who is following the directions.
Phronesis, or practical wisdom, is a particular type of knowledge that leads to the
establishment of a rule or procedure that fits a particular circumstance, but it is
not generalizable (pp. 92-93). Phronesis stresses the importance of observing
the relationship between the framework an organization has in place and the
actual systems that are in place within that same organization. In studying the
phronesis of the leader of an organization, a researcher might ask, Does the
framework of an organization match the systems that are in place in order to
implement the framework properly? Another version of the question could be,
Does the strategic plan or perhaps the mission and vision statement of the
organization match the actions or behaviors of that organization? Yet another
question could be, Does the day to day decision making within the organization
match the strategic plan or mission and vision statements?
Aristotle asserts that the phronesis involved in leadership is unique as it
may be utilized to determine what is best for the community. Through the
9

examination of phronesis in the patterns of practice for leaders working in the
context of their positions, an account can be taken of what truly is an effective
leader (Halverson, 2002, p. 3).
Artifacts in organizations that include items such as policies, agendas, or
minutes of meetings, specific programs and their agendas are studied to
determine how an organization practices on a daily basis. These artifacts are put
in place to help those within the organization to follow the framework or
guidelines expected for everyday practice (Halverson, 2002, p. 3). The artifacts
developed within the organization provide a guide for the functions and tasks
that take place. Halverson’s research helps point out the importance of the use
of artifacts developed through the practical wisdom of leaders. Halverson
captured the phronesis by using the narrative as a diagnostic tool to document
everyday practice and the use of these artifacts within an organization.
Documentation of everyday practice is studied to determine if an organization
follows the guidelines that have been developed to ensure a path to success
(Halverson, 2002).
Leaders are greatly influenced by a personal value system. Values and
beliefs analyzed in this study of educational leadership were examined through
the different lenses of moral, servant, and ethical leadership styles.

Aristotle
Schwartz and Sharpe (2010) tell the story of how Aristotle first coined the
term phronesis. It came about when Aristotle first observed the carpenters,
10

shoemakers, blacksmiths, and boar pilots at work. He realized that these
professionals were not using rules or set practices to accomplish their goals.
They had to change with each new set of materials they were given. Each job
posed a unique set of difficulties. The carpenters needed to make new decisions
with each job, so they came up with a new solution for each problem
encountered.
The story of Aristotle’s experience with the masons on the Isle of Lesbos
is another good example of practical wisdom in action.
He (Aristotle) was fascinated with the masons on the Isle of Lesbos. He
was studying the cylindrical columns being used in the beautiful architecture of
the day and how they were being crafted. A normal, straight-edged ruler was of
little use to the masons who were carving round columns from slabs of stone as
they needed to measure for the circumference of the columns. The masons
developed a flexible ruler out of lead, a forerunner of today’s tape measure. For
Aristotle, knowing how to bend the rule to fit the circumstance was exactly what
practical wisdom was all about. Aristotle’s point is, in order to do our work and
lead our lives well, we have to know when and how to bend the rule (Schwartz &
Sharpe, 2010, pp. 28-29).
Aristotle understood that rules are put in place to be followed; however, at
times rules need to be changed to fit the circumstance. Aristotle began to
understand that everyday choices demand that a person implements practical
wisdom such as: when to be a faithful friend, how to be reasonable when making
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a decision, when and/or how to gamble on a probability, and when and/or how to
express annoyance with something (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010).
Aristotle made the connection of the practical wisdom of the masons on
the Isle of Lesbos to the everyday practical wisdom needed to be successful in
life. This led to a disagreement between Aristotle and his teacher Plato as
Aristotle believed that everyone had the ability to develop practical wisdom
whereas Plato believed that wisdom was only accessible or could only be
acquired by a few.
For Aristotle, “true practical wisdom is the ability to perceive the situation,
have the appropriate feelings or desires about it, deliberate about what was
appropriate in these circumstances, and to act” (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010, p. 5).
Aristotle believed ethics not only involves following moral rules, it is about
practicing good social skills such as being the consummate professional in all
dealings whether professional or social (Wheelright, 1951).

Previous Studies
Halverson (2004) refers to Leithwood and Stager’s 1989 study of
principals on their ability as experts to understand the nuances of certain
situations giving them the ability to deal with more complicated problems (p. 95).
Halverson goes on to discuss a political aspect of phronesis in leadership by
referring to:
Pericles and men like him that had practical wisdom, because they could
see what is good for them and what is good for men in general; we
12

consider that those who can do this are good at managing households or
states. (2004, p. 96)
Phronesis is the combination of having the knowledge necessary to
perform a job well, while considering the right thing to do in a particular situation.
Practical wisdom allows one the ability to interpret the rules and principles,
adapting these to each situation. “Practical wisdom demands more than the skill
to be perceptive about others. It also demands the capacity to perceive
oneself—to assess what one’s motives are, to admit failures, and to figure out
what has worked or not and why” (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010, p. 21).
Halverson (2002) examined the patterns that educational leaders see as
integral components of successful practice. Studying the patterns revealed what
types of problem solving methods were utilized to attack each problem that came
up with its own unique set of circumstances, a case of attention to the
particulars. He did this by retrieving, and recording different types of practices
and the artifacts associated with them. This type of data collection led to
analyzing the narratives that were constructed in the problem-solving process,
and giving valuable information about the process (pp. 26-27). Halverson states
that this information demonstrated the phronesis necessary to run an
educational organization.
Leithwood (2004) posits that most leaders of quality have learned not only
“the basics” to successful leadership, but they have developed answers to
different problems or constraints of the moment. He does not recommend that
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leaders receive professional development in one area. The recommendation
would be to produce leaders who have a vast range of professional practices
that allow them to utilize the schema developed from past experience and adapt
their problem solving abilities to each situation (p. 10). Different experiences lead
to learning that may influence a leader’s decision making process. These
experiences can add to the development of practical wisdom. Practical wisdom
is based, in part, on the leader’s discernment and deliberation when making a
decision.

Discernment and Deliberation
Schwartz and Sharpe (2010) state, “good deliberation and discernment
are at the heart of practical wisdom” (p. 19). Aiming at the right thing is not
enough. “Translating goals into actions demands expertise” (p. 8). Knowing what
to aim at frames and guides leaders’ choices, and enables them to choose
wisely. Aristotle points out two competencies necessary to engage in phronesis
or practical wisdom. Leaders must have the knowledge or facts to make planned
decisions along with the ability to do what is ethical (p. 22).
Evans (1996) describes a leader who is authentic as having integrity and
savvy. Integrity is described as the adherence to moral and ethical principles that
impact personal beliefs, organizational goals and behaviors. A leader of integrity
walks the talk. A leader of integrity must also have the competence to get the job
done. Savvy is described as the ability to combine knowledge of the job with past
experiences, common sense and courage in order to carry out an effective plan
14

of action. These qualities in a leader give those being led a sense of faith and
confidence, even in times of transformation (p. 184).
Phronesis or practical wisdom is needed in the life of an educational
leader. Integrity and savvy are what Aristotle may be referring to in the definition
of phronesis or practical wisdom. Savvy is the knowledge persons have gained
from their experiences. The experiences help to give people the ability to make
informed decisions. Integrity is the ability to do what is right with the information
gleaned in a decision making process.
These principles may be applied to having an understanding of the entire
district. For example, if a superintendent’s background is in the area of business,
he or she must have the ability to choose well those who are put in charge of
curriculum and instruction. Superintendents must be cognizant of their own
strengths and weaknesses in order to build a team they can trust to implement
all of what is necessary to running a school district. Superintendents may not
have all the knowledge necessary to understand business, facilities, personnel,
curriculum and instruction, and student support services, such as special
education, child welfare and attendance, or early childhood education. A
superintendent’s phronesis can give her the ability to choose experts who help
guide the decision making processes in these areas.
Martin (2007) discusses a concept termed “integrative thinking” (p. 6).
This concept refers to an effective leader’s ability to embrace two contradicting
viewpoints by blending them in order to develop a completely different
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perspective that is considered to be more effective than either of the
contradicting viewpoints.
Fullan (2008) details six secrets of change. One of these secrets is similar
to Martin’s “integrative thinking” in that it is the ability to struggle with a
complicated issue, but then take action and reflect on what was learned from
being involved in the whole experience. During this process, Fullan states a
leader brings in other leaders with the intent that more people will learn
something from this entire process (pp. 119-120).
Branson (2009) includes a statement:
The rules of work are changing. Leaders are being judged by a new
yardstick: not just by how smart they are, or by their training or expertise,
but also by how well they handle their selves and others. This new
measure takes for granted that the leader will have personal qualities
such as initiative and empathy, adaptability and persuasiveness. (p. 4)
Branson (2009) states the handling of yourself and others requires
emotional intelligence which consists of self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, and relationship management. In 2005 Branson determined
the ideal way to develop emotional intelligence is for each individual to utilize
inner reflection. Branson believes this also leads to deep sustainable change
that is needed in education.
Change is difficult for most, even under the best of circumstances. During
times when change is inevitable, employees want their leader to listen and try to
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understand their perspective. Fullan (2001) suggests that leaders should
welcome resistance as this may lead to innovation. Different perspectives on
problems can often lead to an overall better solution. The ability to listen
demonstrates practical wisdom on the part of the leader. It also treats everyone
involved in the solution with dignity and respect. Wheatley (2006) elaborates,
“We do not have to push and pull the people, or bully them to change; we have
to participate with them in discovering what is important to them” (p. 152).
The discernment and deliberation that is utilized is also based on the
leader’s experiences and hence their background knowledge or schema.

Experience
Wheelwright (1951) stated,
Hence no very young man is qualified to attend lectures on statecraft; for
he is inexperienced in the affairs of life, and these form the data and
subject-matter of statecraft. Nor does it make any difference whether his
immaturity is a matter of years or of character; the defect is not a matter of
time, but consists in the fact that his life and all his pursuits are under the
control of his passions; but those whose desires and actions are
controlled by reason will derive much profit from a knowledge of these
matters. (pp. 159-160)
Practical wisdom also comes from experience, which is not to be taken
lightly, according to Aristotle. Many young leaders may be lacking the experience
to successfully run an organization; yet others are successful despite their youth.
17

Educational leaders can influence the experiences of their organization by
helping to develop new opportunities. Fullan (2003) believes a leader can open
up opportunities that have the possibility to ignite some emotion or inspiration in
the organization leading to a transformation. Transformation can result from
being the leader who supports an employee in a new endeavor or demonstrates
support for the implementation of an innovative program. Experiences help
others to develop their phronesis, allowing for more opportunities and ideas to be
generated for the greater good of the community. The leader’s perspective must
include the gestalt, or the “big picture,” which must always be at the forefront of
the decision making.
Gladwell (2008) repeatedly mentions the “10,000-Hour Rule” claiming that
the key to success in any field is, to a large extent, a matter of practicing a
specific task for a total of around 10,000 hours. For anyone to be great at the
task they are to accomplish, they must take the time to develop the expertise in
one area. This rule was applied to the music group, The Beatles, and how much
practice they put in before they became famous. They played for eight hours
straight six days a week for over two years before they made it big (Gladwell,
2008, pp. 39-42, 47). Experience, or in this case, practice, was a necessary
condition to develop expertise; however, it should be noted that practice or
expertise because of practice is still not a substitute for wisdom.
Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) compared two separate studies dealing
with individual problem-solving processes. The first of the two studies was
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conducted with principals and completed by Leithwood and Stager (1989). In this
study, there were twenty-two principals chosen to participate with six of the
participants being designated as “experts,” after an in-depth screening process.
Principals were interviewed after they performed a problem solving task and
were asked to reflect on their problem solving and the factors that influenced the
problem solving. The principals also prioritized these factors. In a second
interview, principals were asked to rank six problems according to how clear, at
the outset, the course of action was; to present solutions from clear to least
clear; and describe, from their own experience, problems with similar degrees of
clarity in each of these problems. Detailed transcripts were used for the data
analysis (pp. 89, 94,150).
The second study in the comparison was with superintendents instead of
principals, and was completed by Leithwood and Steinbach in 1991. Eight
superintendents from various backgrounds were chosen for this study. Data was
collected through two interviews similar to that utilized in the study of principals
in 1989. Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) argued,
Superintendents possess a relatively extensive array of strategies for
interpreting their problems. Many of these strategies are similar to those
used by expert principals but the number of strategies used by
superintendents appears to be somewhat greater. In this respect,
superintendents appeared similar to Isenberg’s (1987) general managers
who devoted more of their mental resources to initially defining and

19

framing their problems than did a less-experienced control group. In
addition, superintendent’s interpretation strategies, as compared with
expert principals, were applied in a more automatic fashion and were
more closely attuned to the larger school system and political climate
which constitutes their work environment. (Leithwood & Steinbach, 1995,
pp. 77-78)
Brunner and Kim (2010), experts in organizational leadership, examined
superintendent preparedness in their study on the preparation of women aspiring
to the superintendency. This study builds on the concepts of Halverson’s study
(2004) of gaining wisdom through different experiences. Elements of Leithwood’s
(1991) study are also evident in their work as they examine decision-making in
an educational leader. Brunner and Kim separate the study into three categories
of preparedness: formal, experiential, and personal. Formal preparedness of a
superintendent represents the advanced coursework, degrees attained and
completion of programs offered by institutions of higher education and the effect
on the career of the administrator. Experiential preparedness is the employment
record and other experiences that may contribute to the profession. Finally,
personal preparedness is one’s personal attitude towards the pursuit and the
role of the superintendency (Brunner & Kim, 2010, p. 277). The type of
experiences examined by Brunner and Kim (2010) could be related to the
practical wisdom necessary to run an educational institution. For example, if an
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educational leader spent most of his or her time in the classroom, the area of
expertise to be considered could be curriculum and instruction.
Brunner (2009) examined the importance of years of classroom teaching
and experience in curriculum and instruction to the superintendent position. She
found that women are more experienced in this area than men by a period of five
years.
According to Brunner (2010):
Wisdom, it is often thought, comes through years of experience. And at a
time when knowledge of teaching and learning is of paramount
importance for all administrators, we assert that the five-year time gap,
spent in classrooms and administration of curriculum and instruction,
could be of greater experiential preparation benefit than previously
thought. (2010, p. 294)
One of the reasons for this finding may be that women spend a longer
time in their roles as teachers and administrators than do men. This could be
due to several factors such as family responsibility, a comfort found in teaching
or an unwillingness to move to grow in their career development (2010, p. 295).
One significant difference pointed out in Brunner’s (2010) study is the
number of men who have had coaching as a precursor to being the
superintendent. Coaching is a position that gives a person more exposure in the
educational arena and may help him/her to become “known more broadly” when
he/she pursues a role as an educational leader (p. 291).
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The differences between male and female superintendents, was also
briefly examined in the area of practical wisdom.

Gender Differences
Yong-Lyun and Brunner (2009) examined the gender differences and
found “women tend to adopt a more democratic or participative style, and men
tend to adopt a more autocratic or directive style,” (p. 278). This more
participatory type of leadership may lead to more teacher empowerment which
can lead to more transformation in the educational setting. In spite of finding that
the leadership style of women is more desirable in bringing about collaboration
and influencing change or reform, “men still dominate educational administration
and superintendency positions” ( p. 278).
In Katz’s (2008) study, women superintendents were asked questions
about leadership and power. Women often refer to using the connections they
have with others as their greatest area of influence. Women know their
relationships are considered an act of caring for others which can also be
considered equal to having the power needed to be successful in their career (p.
227). These connections would be the practical wisdom utilized by anyone in the
position of leadership. Women use this to establish a sense of community within
the district establishing a basis of trust (pp. 229-230). The trust female
superintendents are able to develop leads to the ability to implement innovative
programs and change while ensuring staff they were in a secure environment (p.
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230). Even though there are many women with years of experience in education,
there is still a shortage of women in the field of educational leadership.

Shortage of Women in Educational Leadership
Brunner’s (2010) study looks at the lack of women in the superintendency.
The focus of the study is on the preparation, requirements and expectations of
women superintendents. Women may have different experiences on their
journey to the superintendency than men aspiring to the same office.
Brunner’s (2010) study demonstrates that the current group of women
superintendent candidates have a strong focus on curriculum and instruction
(Brunner & Yong-Lyun, p. 290).
Katz (2008) portrays the need for more mentors for women in the
superintendent position. Her findings are similar to Brunner’s (2009) in that “their
caring, practice and heartfelt perceptions can change the way people, men and
women, perform in the position” (p. 234). However, male or female
superintendents both have specific areas of strength and weaknesses. It is also
important to note these in this study.

Identification of Strengths and Weaknesses
Sternberg’s (2003a) study of wisdom and intelligence concludes, “People
who are the positive, intellectual forces in society have identified their strengths
and weaknesses, and have found ways to work effectively within that pattern of
strengths and weaknesses” (p. 505). Sternberg is another researcher who
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believes experience helps develop a person’s knowledge of their own strengths
and weaknesses.
Leaders must know their strengths and weaknesses. They must be
cognizant of their weaknesses without becoming conceited about their strengths.
Knowledge of weaknesses helps the leader develop a team that is strong in the
areas where the leader has weaknesses.
In the book The Oz Principle (2004) by Connors and Smith, the authors
discuss how a leader’s knowledge of his or her own strengths and weaknesses
helps to hold an entire organization accountable for their actions. This
knowledge may give the leader the wisdom (phronesis) to help choose the right
people for the organization and put strategies in place that help in the area of
leadership.

Problem Solving
Superintendents must know how to solve each problem in order to make
the best decision. Appropriate feelings or desires about the situation must be
considered as superintendents must make decisions at times based on the
greater good, not necessarily what they believe to be most important. Truly great
people in any field are not just adaptors; they are also shapers. They recognize
that they cannot change everything, but that if they want to have an impact on
the world, they have to change some things. Part of successful intelligence is
deciding what to change, and then how (and when) to change it. (Sternberg,
2003a, p. 505)
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In Leithwood and Steinbach’s (1995) study of eight superintendents and
their problem solving processes, they examined interpretation, goals, principles,
constraints, and solution processes in executive decision-making. The data were
collected in two interviews. Superintendents were asked to rank six problems
according to how clear, at the outset, the course of action was; to present
solutions from clear to least clear; and describe, from their own experience,
problems with similar degrees of clarity in each of these problems. Detailed
transcripts were used for the data analysis. This study directly relates to
phronesis in educational leadership as this study demonstrated that
superintendents did not view difficult problems as something that could not be
conquered. Superintendents expect problems to come up. Superintendents
spend more time attempting to understand a problem, while employing their
personal values and beliefs to guide them to a solution (p. 85).
Leithwood (1995) states that problem solving involves two general
processes which are: understanding and solving. Understanding the problem is
the perception of what the leader believes the problem to be. Solving a problem
is when a leader is able to reduce the gap between current and desired states
(p. 123). Understanding and solving problems can begin with utilizing schema to
construct solutions to the problem. Leithwood’s (1991) study demonstrated this
during a complicated situation, superintendents searched for an existing
procedure that could be used. Superintendents always relied on forward
planning in order to avoid having to deal with a problem (p. 86).
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Another issue for consideration in problem solving is the barriers that are
encountered along the way. These barriers may be due to something that is
missing in order to move forward, or an action or behavior that has caused an
unsuitable result. Barriers can also be diversions from the process (Leithwood,
1995). An experienced problem solver utilizes schema in developing the
phronesis, or practical wisdom, necessary in problem solving. These schema
can take several forms. When a problem is considered to be less complicated, a
schema utilized could be in the form of a script. Leithwood (1995) describes this
as “a well-rehearsed sequences of actions leading to a desired goal” (p. 127).
Because these scripts are so well-rehearsed, they can be rather strict in format
allowing for little diversions. “Reflection-in-action” to use Schon’s (1983) term, is
using your memory to come up with a quick solution to a problem. The memory
of a similar problem has generated a script that can be utilized to solve the new
problem. The scripts are generated from a past experience. It is something that
is not forgotten and can be utilized when the same problem comes up over and
over again. For example, many districts currently seeking to fill the office of the
superintendent are looking for seated superintendents to fill this void. Governing
Board members have stated that they (the candidates) have made their
mistakes somewhere else. These mistakes made in a previous position help to
build the scripts needed to solve a problem and take along to a new position or
experience. When leaders run into a more complicated problem for the first time,
they have no game-plan. This may lead to developing a plan that includes goals
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for each task that must be performed in order to solve a problem (Leithwood,
1995). Leithwood termed another set of problem solving processes ‘general
heuristics’ (Leithwood, p. 127). These are processes such as: “brainstorming,
means-end analysis, use of analogies and metaphors, collecting more
information about possible steps, and trial and error” (p. 127).
Some procedures utilized by superintendents include: reshaping or
reframing the problem, looking for procedures that have already been
established, researching possible urgent results, and distinguishing other
sources of a problem (Leithwood & Steinbach, 1995, p. 147)
To summarize, problem solving studies show that superintendents have a
vast collection of tactics for addressing problems. Also, superintendents’ problem
solving strategies were seen as routine and related to the design of the
organization as a whole system, including the politics involved with the position
(Leithwood & Steinbach, 1995, p. 147).
Halverson’s (2002) view of problem setting is: Phronesis or practical
wisdom is to preserve the sense in which problem setting is not a given for
leaders, each case must be problematized to turn the moves made by
practitioners into questions for which there may be multiple solutions. (p. 108)
Arlin (1990) addresses problem setting as:
Whereas there can be wisdom in answers that are given or in problem
solutions, wisdom is not simply defined by solutions or by answers.
Wisdom may be more a matter of interrogatives rather than of
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declaratives. Answers and problems with their solutions are parts of a
larger whole that include the formulation of the problem and the
questions(s) that drove that formulation. Wisdom is found more in
particular questions that are posed than in the solutions that are given
formed by those questions. (p. 230)
A less experienced leader must know and understand the content of the
problem before developing a workable solution that may take less time for an
experienced problem solver. Those more experienced may have to deal with
complicated issues requiring creative thinking and hard choices needing
extraordinary practical wisdom.

Reflection
Reflection is another strategy superintendents utilize in problem solving.
Greenleaf (2002) believes reflection to be the ability to remove yourself from a
situation in order to familiarize yourself with it. Removing yourself from the
situation allows you to determine what is of ultimate importance even in
consideration of consequences that may need to be endured with the final
decision. In Greenleaf’s (2002) work with many organizations over the last
twenty-five years, he observed that taking the time to reflect and possibly
removing ones’ self from the situation in order to regain clarity may be a leader’s
best approach and can be considered as another form of phronesis, or practical
wisdom.
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Schön (1983) believed problems are solved because we are able to make
the best choice from what is available to us at the time. Schön introduced the
concepts of reflective practice in that people should be able to think on their feet
and use reflective practice to determine the best course of action. Reflective
practice can also be used to analyze a situation once the situation has been
resolved to determine if it was the best course of action. (Schön.1983)
determined that:
the process of problem setting is just as important to consider as problem
solving. But with this emphasis on problem solving, we ignore problem
setting, the process by which we define the decision to be made, the ends
to be achieved, and the means which may be chosen. (p. 8)
Problem setting is a process in which, interactively, we name the things to
which we will attend and frame the context in which we will attend to them. The
framing of a problem and process used to come to a solution is of great impact
(Schon, 1983, p. 3). This reflection on practice for superintendents may include
implied rules and understandings which form the basis for a decision. They may
have an idea for a situation based on a past experience. These reflections in
practice make each superintendent a researcher not in theory but in application.
This time for reflection allows superintendents time to listen to the ‘situation talk
back’ and possibly give them the ability to reframe the problem. This reframing of
the problem allows for new or different measures towards finding a solution. A
superintendent must often make a decision involving situational ethics. These
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decisions may have both negative and positive connotations, yet a decision must
be made in consideration of what is the lesser evil, or in some cases, the greater
good.
Branson (2009) discusses the value of emotional intelligence in a leader.
Emotional intelligence is developed by reflection on the part of the leader for
each problem encountered. This intelligence needs to be developed in a
strategic way. “The leader of educational change must reflect upon what might
possibly be the idiosyncratic cause of a person’s resistance and needs to seek
ways of helping them to overcome it” (p. 9). Branson gives four perspectives a
leader should utilize when reflecting on resistance: 1. Cultural 2. Political 3.
Dispositional and 4. Historical. These reflections help to develop the schema or
background needed in decision making as referred to in Leithwood and
Steinbach (1995).
This should prompt the researcher and practitioner to reflect and possibly
begin to understand how someone’s values influence their actions as
educational change is not just a strategic puzzle; it is a moral, political and
relational struggle (Branson, 2009, p. 11).
The values of educational leaders greatly impact each decision they
make. This study examines values and their impact on leader’s decision making
processes.
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Values
Leithwood’s (1991) study which analyzed the problem solving processes
of eight superintendents bears some investigation as values and morality guide a
leader’s decision making, having an implication for phronesis, or practical
wisdom. This study codified values statements during the two interviews that
took place. The researchers report the frequency of occurrence in the protocols
of statements according to the superintendent’s answers and were keyed to the
four categories of the following values: (a) basic human values; (b) general moral
values; (c) professional values; and (d) social and political values (Leithwood &
Steinbach, 1991, p. 81).
Responses by superintendents demonstrated they generally
acknowledged the role of values as broad guidelines for action and as standards
against which the goodness of a solution or solution process is judged
(Leithwood & Steinbach, 1995, p. 83). More than fifty percent of all value
statements were coded as professional values and about one-quarter were
coded as social and political values. General moral values and basic human
values accounted for the remaining value statements with fourteen percent and
ten percent respectively. Superintendents showed relatively extensive use of
some specific values within each category and little or no use of others. The
category professional values was dominated by superintendents’ sense of their
own specific role responsibilities. This was mentioned at least three times more
frequently than any other specific value. Superintendents showed a more
uniform use of values whether problems were defined as most or least clear;
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they identified consequences less frequently as a value guiding their problem
solving; and they used as a value much more frequently their own understanding
of their specific role responsibilities (Leithwood, 1995, pp. 80-83).
Values encompass every aspect of problem solving or decision making
for educational leaders. Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) found that a leader’s
apparent understanding of his/her own values aide him/her when making
decisions in areas of weakness (p. 83). A clear sense of a leader’s own personal
and professional values provides expert administrators with the means to
productively engage in solving problems about which they may have relatively
little domain-specific knowledge. A clear understanding of one’s own values, the
values of others with a stake in the problem and how to resolve value conflicts
productively is the domain-specific knowledge required for expert problem
solving (p. 312).
Due to the role that values play in decision making and their role in the
study of practical wisdom in the office of the superintendent, it is important to
examine different types of ethical leadership. Ethical leaders have the phronesis
to make the connections needed in decision making. It is important to study
ethical leadership in order to have an understanding of the thought processes of
ethical leaders and how their practical wisdom affects their ability to make
decisions that are for the betterment of the entire school community.
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Ethical Leadership
Forty-eight percent of employees who plan to leave
their current jobs want to leave the company due to a
lack of trust in their employers, and forty-six percent
say a lack of transparent communication from their
organization’s leadership is their main dissatisfaction
at work.
—“One-third of Americans,” New York Post, July 26,
2010
This quote can be taken to mean that almost half of the organizations
surveyed do not have people in charge who would be considered ethical. If an
employee has lack of trust in his or her company or employer, it can be a
demonstration that a company does not have an ethical leader at the helm. An
ethical leader has the phronesis to communicate appropriately with employees
and thereby instill a sense of trust. In studying ethical leadership, we must take a
look at the role of ethics in education.

Ethics in Education
In Stine, Stine, and Blacker (2012), the authors state, “Ethics concerns
how we ought to live in a particular social context. Professional ethics concerns
how we ought to conduct ourselves in the context of a particular profession” (p.
2). Professional ethics must have value to an educational leader in order to be
effective. However, if ethics is not of significance to the leader, it is essentially of
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no worth in that it is relegated to human resources policies and procedures
retrieved when needed. “Dewey suggested that for reasons such as this, ethics
is more a verb than a noun. Ethics is something we do rather than something
that stands apart and away from us. It concerns judgments we make” (Dewey,
1908, as cited in Stine, et.al, 2012, p. 14).
Phronesis affects the ethical decision-making that impacts the daily lives
of all human beings. For the purpose of this study, how ethics impact the
practical wisdom of what educational leaders do as referenced by Dewey was
examined.
Strike (2007) states, “An ethical educational leader projects a clear image
of the kind of community he wishes the school to be” (p. x). Leaders have very
complex roles and must be aware of their own roles in the organization and what
guides them to want to be a part of a successful learning community.
In Paul Wick’s brief analysis (2009) of twenty-five random superintendent
search flyers, an analysis was conducted of personal characteristics and
professional skills being sought after in the position of superintendent. For
personal characteristics, he made a list of the qualities mentioned on the flyers
and counted how many times each quality was listed. Honesty was the most
common personal characteristic listed. It was referred to in seventy-six percent
of the flyers. It was often used in the same phrase with integrity and
forthrightness (p. 3). Professional skills analyzed were those listed first in the
flyer. The most common listing of professional skills was in finance/fiscal
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knowledge and discipline. Wick’s brief analysis relates to Drucker (1973) who
emphasizes the importance of integrity. Drucker writes, “They may forgive a man
a great deal: incompetence, ignorance, insecurity, or bad manners. But they will
not forgive his lack of integrity” (p. 462). Drucker believed the moral tone for the
organization starts at the top.
Ethics, values and character go hand in hand in the development of
phronesis or practical wisdom. Phronesis or Practical Wisdom, includes values in
addition to knowledge and experience. Strike would include this to mean a
leader’s moral compass (2007 p. xvii). Strike believes this moral compass is of
great importance when guiding a district through the chaos of the changing state
of public education. Ethical decisions must be made in the context of what will be
of most value to students (p. 124).
Drucker’s test of morality was simple in what he termed the “mirror test,”
asking the simple question “Whom do you want to see in the mirror when you
wake up in the morning- a morally upright and respected person or an individual
devoid of a soul?” He also asserted that “there is no such thing as ‘business
ethics’- a person is either ethical or unethical, regardless of the situation.” (As
cited in Beebe, 2011, p. 28)
Ethical and Moral Leadership are one in the same. However, this study
examined Moral leadership though the lens of Fullan, Collins and Halverson.
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Moral Leadership
Moral leadership is a sign of an ethical leader. Fullan (2003) states, “the
most important thing to know is the combination of moral purpose and relational
trust generates the wherewithal to go the extra mile” (p. 62). Fullan concludes
that leaders must develop a culture of trust in which difficult problems can be
addressed. Leaders have a duty to establish and guide others in this culture of
trust. This must be worked on day in and day out through conversations and
actions that certify the leader is able to be trusted (p. 63).
Collins (2001) conveys that a great company must hire the right people,
tackle the difficult issues and establish a protocol where being ethical is part of
the everyday climate. He goes on to state that this must be combined with an
attitude of humility and integrity. “Whether someone is the ‘right person’, has
more to do with character traits and innate capabilities than with specific
knowledge, background or skills” (p. 64).
Halverson (2004) states, “Moral commitment of leaders can be discerned
through the ways they organize their daily practice” (p. 98). Leaders make
decisions frequently throughout their day; prioritizing these decisions and
appointments on the calendar could be examined to determine if they can be
classified as practical wisdom. One must ask the question, were the decisions
made effective and practical for the majority of the community affected? If the
answer is yes, then it can be said of leaders that they have the practical wisdom
or phronesis needed to do the job with the greater good of the community in
mind.
36

Moral and ethical leaders are often considered “Servant Leaders.”
Greenleaf (2002) and Sergiovanni (1992) provide us with comprehensive
research on the topic of “Servant Leadership.”

Servant Leadership
When asked what recommended readings he had on leadership, a county
office of education superintendent stated, “among other books, Luke 22:26, “He
that is chief among you, let him serve” (personal communication, December 15,
2011).
Educational leaders who are willing to stay in touch with those within the
organization doing the actual work of the organization, can gain a better
understanding of the needs of the community. It is much like the idea behind the
current television program Undercover Boss (April 30, 2012, www.CBS.com
/shows/undercover_boss). By going back into the trenches, a boss is truly able
to take into account all the issues an employee encounters on a daily basis
whether professional issues or personal. This gives the Undercover Boss a
different perspective and understanding of how the company should be run to
the benefit of all stakeholders.
Sergiovanni (1992) asserts, “Servant leadership is practiced by serving
others, but its ultimate purpose is to place oneself, and others for whom one has
responsibility in the service of ideals” (p. 138). Leaders should reflect the ethics
they are trying to develop within their organization. By becoming a servant
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leader, a leader gains a better understanding of the employees and the entire
organization.
Greenleaf (2002) discusses the institution of education and its influence in
preparing students to serve and be served by society. Greenleaf had a strong
belief that educational institutions are the place to nurture and grow those
students who have the “potential for becoming exceptional bearers of
responsibility.” He goes on to say, “There is no surer way to guarantee the future
than to have strong ethical leaders in the making now” (p. 214).
Acceptance and empathy are other characteristics of a servant leader.
These qualities require a tolerance of accepting people as they are because
there are no perfect people. A servant leader builds capacity with those they are
given to lead.
People grow taller when those who lead them empathize and when they
are accepted for what they are, even though their performance may be judged
critically in terms of what they are capable of doing. Leaders who empathize and
who fully accept those who go with them on this basis are more likely to be
trusted (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 35).
A leader finds that meeting an employee where they are, then building on
their strengths, produces better results than trying to change an employee by
force. Leaders should not think of themselves better than those they lead. They
need to see the potential even in the most difficult followers and help them to
achieve. The art of persuasion in leaders is something that a servant leader may
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have to pursue one person at a time. A servant leader addresses an argument
pressing gently over a period of time. Greenleaf (2002) shares the story of John
Woolman, an American Quaker who helped to oust slavery from those
associated with the Quaker religion almost one hundred years before the Civil
War. He did this by using “convincement rather than coercion” (p. 42-43). A great
leader is able to help those within an organization see the benefits of change
without the force needed to get them to comply with reform. At times, leaders
may have to focus on the few who are willing to accept the change process,
hoping that the results of the change persuade the others to implement the
reforms needed. This type of practical wisdom is also seen in the experiences of
Freire (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 49). Freire’s work in teaching literacy classes to the
peasant people in Latin America helped him to discover a different kind of
education where the process of learning was linked with an understanding of the
dynamics of power and oppression. For Freire, education was about the process
of becoming fully human and coming to an understanding of the consciousness
of the world. He found his methods to be extremely successful. He did not put
himself in a place of power above the illiterate. He met them where they worked
in the fields. This helped to develop a level of trust that empowered the workers
by giving them a desire to learn. In this model of servant leadership one walks
beside the person to accomplish a job instead of always being out in front of
them.
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Greenleaf (2002) believes servant-leaders are a cut above the rest
because of their ability to hear things, see things, and know things. A servant
leader’s ability to utilize innate wisdom is of great value. Servant leaders are
reliable and trustworthy. They know the meaning of that line from Shakespeare’s
sonnet, “they that have power to hurt and will do none…” (Greenleaf, 2002, p.
56). Because a servant leader may be kinder than most leaders, his or her
employees or constituents may use the leader for their own gain. An employee
may see a servant leader as someone who can be taken advantage of and may
leave work early because he or she believes that the boss may not notice. It is
important that the servant leader remains respected by all staff, holding them
accountable for their actions when needed.
Greenleaf (2002) developed a new model in leadership with the concept
of Servant Leadership. Leaders were told that a service type of leadership would
produce a well-built organization while bringing more satisfaction to their own
daily living. The sixties and seventies demonstrated to Greenleaf that in the
world of chaos, there must be some kind of order. Servant leadership and
humility work together for the good of an organization and should be examined a
little more in depth for the purposes of this study.

Humility
Leaders who are committed to a philosophy of humility always put others
before themselves. They demonstrate kindness, followed by beliefs and actions
to build capacity in each individual, always keeping the spotlight on the
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organization and the best interests of the employees while developing and
maintaining harmony in the institution (Rhamphal, 2007, p. 3).
Manz, (2005) on the topic of humility, stated,
The organizations that have adopted this approach of humility in
leadership are highly respected in their fields. They include: General
Motors, Ford, Motorola, General Electric, American Express, Honeywell,
Proctor and Gamble, Cummins Engine, Digital Equipment, Boeing,
Caterpillar, Texas Instruments, Gaines, AT&T, Xerox, LTV Steel,
Tektronix—the list goes on and on. (p. 93)
Humility is a demonstration of phronesis as it could inspire others in the
organization and produce better results.
Evans (1996) tells a story of a leader who exemplifies the characteristic of
being humble:
Harvey Able, one of the most effective superintendents I’ve met, is a slow,
scholarly, somewhat shy man who is revered by his administrators and
teachers because of his brilliance and his sincerity. He has what some
call, “a weakness for the specific.” He remembers small details about staff
members’ personal interests and recommends books he has encountered
that they might like. He sends teachers notes praising the way they
phrased particular questions in classes he observed. He sends memos to
the administrative cabinet reflecting on a thoughtful question one of them
raised at a meeting. As one of his principals says, “It’s amazing how
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seriously he takes what you say. When Harvey thanks you, you always
know why, and you know that he knows you.” (p. 253)
“For those who are accustomed to the traditional view of leadership, the
terms leadership and humility may seem bizarre at best” (Rhampal, 2007, p. 4).
Another aspect of the character of humility is having the confidence to hire
people with more expertise than you have in order to create synergy for the
organization (Rhamphal, 2007). This is the old theory that iron sharpens iron.
You want those around you who are going to raise you to the next level while
remaining confident in your own abilities to make the best decisions for the
organization as a whole. Humility can be a value that is crucial in exercising the
phronesis, or practical wisdom, in ethical decision making because of the impact
it can have on influencing others as well as the overall impact on the
organization.

Summary
A leader’s phronesis is determined by his or her competence to engage
an organization to produce great results. Halverson (2002) studied phronesis in
educational administrators utilizing Aristotle’s theory which indicated there are
three kinds of knowledge associated with wisdom, as noted on page 12:
episteme, techne, and phronesis. Episteme is the kind of theoretical knowledge
that is most often true under any circumstance. Techne is a type of knowledge
when there are certain rules and procedures to be followed. If the directions are
followed, this always leads to similar results regardless of who is following the
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directions. Phronesis, or practical wisdom, does not mean to establish a set of
rules that work for all circumstances, but to establish a rule or procedure that will
fit a particular circumstance (2002, pp. 92-93). This phronesis can be gained in
different ways. Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) examined the problem solving
processes of superintendents. They determined superintendents were able to
tackle complicated problems in a more efficient manner than principals. They
determined this could be in part because superintendents had more experiences
in their jobs that helped them to frame the problem and come to a solution
without encountering too many barriers.
Superintendents did not see barriers as a problem. Superintendents had
the ability to solve the problem or come up with another solution that avoided the
barrier. The phronesis gained from one’s experiences is helpful in decision
making. Yong-Lyun and Brunner’s (2009) study demonstrates phronesis in the
office of the superintendent is gained not only from the professional or formal
training in which a leader has participated, but also through his or her
experiences and reflection on those experiences.
Leithwood’s (1991) study which analyzed the problem solving processes
of eight superintendents demonstrated that values and morality have
implications for phronesis, or practical wisdom, in guiding a leader’s decision
making. This study codified values statements during the two interviews that took
place. Values encompass every aspect of problem solving or decision making for
educational leaders. Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) found that leaders’
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apparent understandings of their own values aid them when making decisions in
areas of weakness.
Values, ethics and character go hand in hand. It is important to
understand the impact that values, ethics and character have on the practical
wisdom utilized in the decision making processes of educational leaders.
Halverson (2004) states, “Moral commitment of leaders can be discerned
through the ways they organize their daily practice” (p. 98). Leaders make
decisions frequently throughout their day; these decisions, prioritizing these
decisions, and appointments on the calendar is data for analysis. An
examination of this data gives evidence of practical wisdom or the lack of it. A
leader’s moral compass guides him or her in making decisions in order to
determine the greater good that can be accomplished with each decision.
Greenleaf (2002) established a model of servant leadership in his work
with businesses and large institutions over a period of twenty years. Large
institutions that adopted the theory of Servant Leadership demonstrated the
capacity to serve as well as to increase the quality of performance (p. 62).
Greenleaf believed that it was necessary for a leader to put others before
themselves. Manz (2005) states this value, or characteristic, is part of the
practical wisdom or phronesis demonstrated in many large institutions today (p.
93).
Training, experience, and values, develop the innate practical wisdom
needed to make decisions that impact the results of the organization. This
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phronesis in turn develops a culture of trust, commitment and courage for all who
are a part of the organization to concentrate on what is the common good.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

The goal of the methods described in this chapter is similar to Halverson’s
(2002) study of “Representing Phronesis: Supporting Instructional Leadership
Practice in Schools.” Halverson stated,
The Aristotelian concept of phronesis provides a powerful organizing idea
for understanding how we can access, document and communicate the
wisdom of school leadership practice. As the basis for a research method,
phronesis is best expressed through narratives of practice that relay how
strategies, goals, constraints, affordances and resources unfold in the
enactment of leadership work. (p. i)
This study examines the office of district leadership, in particular, the
superintendency. The words practical wisdom and phronesis are used
interchangeably for the remainder of the dissertation.
Halverson (2002) defines phronesis and practical wisdom as:
The capacity for leaders to ascertain the appropriate ends for action, and
to successfully devise means to reach these ends. The key to
understanding practical wisdom is to note the systemic interplay between
context and practice, between intention and results, that characterizes
many complex practices. This interplay of thinking, devising and action
make phronesis an excellent candidate for developing coherent accounts
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of practice. Aristotle suggests that leadership forms a special case of
phronesis as leaders act to secure the good for the community. (p. 2)
Evidence of practical wisdom can be found in artifacts of policies, programs,
procedures, observations, and interviews. The observations were developed into
narratives of practice that accessed evidence of the leader’s practical wisdom.
Artifacts were examined through the documentation of district test scores and
examination of meeting minutes and agendas. The interview was analyzed for
themes and patterns of practical wisdom. The basis for the analysis of the
superintendent’s interview was the terms of the situations she has identified as
worthy of note; the agendas she has pursued, and the features of situations that
she has chosen to act upon.
This study is a qualitative inquiry into the life of a superintendent in a
suburban, medium-sized school district in Southern California. It is a single
explanatory case study. “The case study is used in many situations, to contribute
to our knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political, and related
phenomena” (Yin, 2009, p. 4).
Data Collection involves the utilization of Halverson’s (2002, 2004)
framework in accessing and documenting practical wisdom. Halverson uses
recorded narratives of practice in order to determine phronesis or practical
wisdom in school leaders. In particular, Halverson observed the professional
learning communities of an elementary school. He wrote narratives of practice
based on video-taped observations of these meetings. Halverson also examined
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artifacts that were developed for and during these meetings. These artifacts
included norms, student expectations, student data, and results of these
discussions that were to guide student achievement after the teachers returned
to their classrooms. In the analysis of the data, patterns emerged from these
discussions. In accessing this information and documenting conversations on
narratives of practice, Halverson determined the practical wisdom or phronesis
of school leaders. A similar format is used in this study to access and document
the wisdom of school district leaders, or in this case, the superintendent of one
school district. However, the only recorded conversation was with one school
district superintendent. Narratives were written based on scripted notes of
observations.

Data Collection
Duration of the Study
This study took place between December 2012 and May 2013. Multiple
visits were made to the school district to observe a variety of meetings, to
interview the superintendent, and collect artifacts.
District Selection
A single district was selected for this study, from the more than 1,042
California school districts. The criteria for selection were: 1. District size 2.
District success in closing the achievement gap of significant subgroups and 3.
The success of the district as demonstrated by earned awards based on success
in meeting their state mandated educational goals.
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Districts considered for this study ranged in size from 4,100-29,000
students. This size range is considered “a middle-sized” school district in
California. The districts considered also had populations that included significant
sub-groups. These subgroups represented students with certain demographics
that included the categories of: “socio-economically disadvantaged” and “English
Language Learner (ELL)” with a population of 100 or more.
A medium-sized school district was chosen because it involved more
components than small districts, giving a different perspective. These
perspectives could include considerations like: working with an entire
administrative cabinet instead of being a one-man/one-woman district; working
with many district office administrators, school site administrators, and a school
board; as well as working with more teachers, students, and classified staff.
Whereas a small school district provides limited or not enough substantial
information, a large school district provides too much information to be
disseminated in a timely manner.
The school district for this study was also chosen because of its results as
a successful district. The definition of the district’s success was based on test
scores and included the success of significant subgroup populations. For
example, the Academic Performance Index (API) and Adequate Yearly Progress
(AYP) were considered as a part of this study, but not the sole reason for the
selection. The API scores were in the range of 750-800 points. The AYP score
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ranged from “met” in 2010-2011 to “not met” for English Language Arts in 20112012.
This district has made significant growth in closing the achievement gap
for their ELL students. Demographics for this district were based on information
provided from the California Basic Educational Data System (CBEDS,2011)
report which shows the district has a 55% English language learner population
with the majority of these being Hispanic. The overall graduation rate of the
district is 83% with the Hispanic population demonstrating a 78.1% graduation
rate and the white population an 85% graduation rate. The district also maintains
a high ratio of staff that is Hispanic.
Participant Selection
The researcher sought a district that was respected by others for its
leadership. Its leader (the superintendent) had to be ethical and highly respected
by most stakeholders in the community. This was determined via personal
conversations with a county school superintendent, current and former school
district superintendents, an instructor of educational leadership at the county
level, and other administrators in the field of education.
It was determined that a single case study should involve a PreK-12
school district with a record of success because the findings might then be
instructive for other districts of similar size and demographics. Success is
defined as: Accountability in increasing test scores; employing personnel who
have been the recipients of awards from educational as well as outside
agencies; and a demonstrated culture of respect within the organization. The
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district leader has been promoted from within. This demonstrates a level of
respect and confidence in this leader from most stakeholders in the community
and the Board of Education. She recently won an award deeming her
“superintendent of the year” from a specific region in the state.
The participant/superintendent was contacted by phone and email
requesting a meeting to discuss her possible participation in the study. This
meeting took place with the district superintendent and researcher in order to
ensure the understanding of the project before agreeing to participate. A letter of
agreement to participate and an Informed Consent were signed before the
interview took place.
Rationale
“The case study is used in many situations, to contribute to our knowledge
of individual, group, organizational, social, political, and related phenomena”
(Yin,2009, p. 4). Yin stated, “The essence of a case study, the central tendency
among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate a decision or set of
decisions: why they were taken, how they were implemented, and with what
result” (p. 17).
The rationale for doing a single case study is the desire to derive an indepth understanding of one school district superintendent who has come up
through the ranks in a real-world setting (Yin, 2012). This single case study
represents an example of practical wisdom in a superintendent who is successful
in bringing about substantial change in the district.
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Artifacts
Artifacts collected include: meeting agendas and minutes, district’s
mission, vision, core values, a strategic plan, and the budget, among other
documents (Appendix A). These artifacts were used by the researcher to
determine if the district’s priorities and the decision-making processes of the
superintendent. These artifacts were used to study the district’s decision-making
priorities.
Archival data were utilized in the format of meeting minutes, board
policies, and budgets. The questions asked through the study were, “Are the
priorities of the superintendent consistent with those represented in the
artifacts?” and “Do both the priorities of the superintendent and the artifacts
provide evidence of practical wisdom?”
Observations
The observations took place at meetings scheduled by the
superintendent. These meetings included governing board meetings and forums.
Forums were designed by the superintendent to allow different stakeholders the
opportunity to request information from the superintendent. The forums were for
classified, certificated and management personnel. The attendees came
together with the superintendent at the beginning of the school year. The
superintendent listened to the items that these individuals would like addressed
in more detail and these are charted on paper; and the attendees are given a
group of colored dots and asked to prioritize the ones they feel are most
important. The superintendent then uses the items that have the most dots to
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come up with agenda items for future meetings. The agenda for each of these
meetings is generated by the employees, rather than the administration. Minutes
are taken at these meetings and emailed to all attendees. The attendees are
then asked to share this information at their school sites. The researcher
included notes on body language, and the researcher’s reflection on those
expressions.
Field notes and memos taken during the researcher’s observation of the
meeting were developed into narratives. The researcher scripted the
observations and wrote memos of reflection when appropriate.
Interview
The semi-structured interview revealed how the school district
superintendent created reality and reflected on circumstances. This type of
interview, the most widely used, was recorded in person. In the interview the
respondent introduced new themes or directions. The superintendent was not
just responding to a researcher’s specific questions however, the researcher
recorded the superintendent’s own implicit construction of reality through
anecdotal observations during the interview. The school district leader’s
reflections of the reality of the situation produced some different outcomes for
the interview than originally expected by the researcher (Yin, 2012, p. 12). The
information gleaned from this process was of value as the focus was on the head
of the school district, the superintendent, as she is the lead decision-maker in the
organization. The researcher had to “cut away those notes and details that are
not of consequence in order to concentrate on what is” (Krathwohl, 2009, p.
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314). The researcher transcribed and codified this material and thereby was able
to develop themes and patterns based on all of the artifacts.
The interview was conducted solely with the school district
superintendent. The interview (Appendix B) included a total of thirteen questions.
The questions were developed by the researcher, professors of education,
former superintendents, a former county school board member, and an assistant
superintendent. The questions were informally reviewed by the researcher’s
committee, a major researcher in the area of practical wisdom, a retired school
district superintendent, and another current successful school district
superintendent. Questions were formed with the intent of capturing the
superintendent’s practical wisdom in guiding the district towards making
significant progress in achievement and school outcomes. Others were not
interviewed as the data being collected were from the perspective of the
superintendent with respect to its influence on her decision-making process. The
thirteen questions focused specifically on three things: (a) the superintendent’s
career path including educational background; (b) the district’s mission
statement, vision, strategic plan, policies and procedures, and any artifacts that
have been generated from these, including meeting agendas and minutes; and
(c) questions regarding the superintendent’s personal characteristics and
challenges encountered in the job.
The researcher considered the five issues recommended by Merriam
(1988) on which to focus prior to the interview:
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1. The investigator’s motives and intentions and the inquiry’s purpose.
2. The protection of respondents through the use of pseudonyms.
3. Deciding who has final say over the study’s content.
4. Payment (if any)
5. Logistics with regard to time, place and number of interviews
scheduled. (p. 77)
This case study was an anonymous study using pseudonyms for any
particular individuals mentioned in the study. The researcher had final say over
the content included in the study. There was no payment for conducting this
research. Other follow-up interviews were not necessary for clarification
purposes.

Credibility/Internal Integrity
Krathwohl (2009) stated, “Credibility results when a study has strong
internal integrity. Internal integrity is composed of five subjudgments: 1)
explanation credibility, 2) translation validity, 3) demonstrated result, 4) rival
explanations eliminated and 5) credible result” (p. 344).
For the purposes of this study the following operational strategies were
utilized:
1. Explanation Credibility- The researcher had over twenty years
experience in the field of education. Ten of those years have been
spent in positions of educational leadership. Professionals with many
years of experience in education checked the work observed and
55

analyzed in this study. The artifacts analyzed covered a span of twelve
to eighteen months. There was an active search for data that may
cause some disagreement or give an alternate explanation for the
results.
2. Translation Validity- The researcher provides a detailed description of
the study. Dependability is represented in the consistency of the data
demonstrated through triangulation and the creation of an audit trail.
Consistency is demonstrated in the interview, observations of
meetings, and artifacts. This was confirmed through the researcher’s
self-reflection through memos and anecdotal records. Member
checking plays a valuable role in review of data and the researcher’s
interpretation of the data. The superintendent studied provided a
“member check” (Krathwohl, 2009) of the narratives and the
interpretation. If the superintendent and the researcher disagree on
any portion, the researcher included the superintendent’s concerns in
the final report.
3. Demonstrated Result- This was evident in the single explanatory case
study through a detailed description while exploring discrepancies in
the analysis of the results. It is more difficult to illustrate anything in a
single case study as there is no comparative data in the same study.
Even though this information may be utilized in similar school districts,
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the evidence was tested against the researcher’s literature review and
own experiences.
4. Rival Explanation Eliminated- Mortality was addressed if the single
person selected for this study was unable to complete the research
process. Instrument decay was addressed in the examination of
narratives of practice and notes on the part of the researcher. It was
determined that the role of the researcher had not changed in any
aspect.
5. Credible Result- was addressed when findings were positive and
“consistent with previous related work” (Krathwohl, 2009, p. 350). The
findings of this study were comparable to those studied in the literature
review as well as Halverson’s (2002) study.
Charmaz’s (2005) work in grounded theory was also utilized to gain an
understanding of the researcher as a credible witness. This is explained more in
depth in Chapter 4.

Terms and Strategies
Internal Integrity is applied to Qualitative Research for assessing research
quality and rigor by using the following terms and strategies in this study. The
term credibility utilizes the operational strategies of triangulation, member
checking, peer checking, and active research for discrepant data. The term
transferability utilizes the operational strategy of providing a thick description.
The term dependability utilizes the operational strategies of creating an audit
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trail, code-recode strategy utilizing software, triangulation, and peer examination.
The term confirmability utilizes the strategies of triangulation, the practice of selfreflection or reflexivity, the use of participant’s quotations, and an audit trail
(Adapted from Krathwohl, 2009, p. 345).

Ethical Considerations
The Institutional Review Board of California State University, San
Bernardino, approved this study (Appendix C). The school district leader signed
the Informed Consent and was aware of the scope and sequence of the study. A
letter of approval was obtained from the superintendent before beginning the
official research.
The superintendent gave written permission for the interview to be audiotape recorded. The superintendent also allowed the researcher to have access
to documents. The researcher wrote narratives and memos in regards to
interviews and observations made during interactions with the school district and
the leader. All personnel and locations described in this research were
anonymous for the purposes of confidentiality. The rights of confidentiality of all
school district personnel were kept in the strictest confidence with the
researcher.
Personal biases of the researcher are also a possibility in any study. The
researcher examined the evidence in its purest form through the interview,
observations, and artifacts. The researcher relied heavily on the patterns and
accounting of information derived from the utilization of the Atlas.ti software as
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well as cross-checking results with committee members and member-checking
with the superintendent utilized in this case study.

Data Analysis
Atlas.ti software was used in part to help code and categorize the
researcher’s field memos, notes, and verbatim transcripts obtained through an
audio-recorded interview with the school district superintendent.
The mechanical aspects of handling data can be substantial. This task is
increasingly being taken over by specialized computer programs. Computer
processing eases data management, but its greatest contribution is to facilitate
development of better coding structures (Krathwohl, 2009, p. 326).
A conceptual analysis was done with the researcher utilizing the data to
form an understanding of the decision-making processes. Underlying the
analysis is the question of whether these data are indicative of practical wisdom.
Codes emerged from the observations, artifacts, and interviews. These
codes were then utilized to define broader themes (Yin, 2012, p. 15). The codes
were generated as determined by the frequency of terms used during the
interview and observations. Coding was also developed based on the terms that
emerged from each artifact. The analysis of the codes was used to build an
argument for the outcomes of the school district as they relate to the
superintendent’s phronesis.
Yin (2012) discusses a process of triangulation. This process was used to
assess whether practical wisdom emerges from the analysis of the interviews,
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observations and artifacts. The analysis of the three separate entities of the
interview, observations and artifacts demonstrates a strength of the study. This
study is demonstrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Systemic interplay between context and practice.

There is one interview: the interview with the superintendent. Examination
of the data, led to the determination that there was no need for a follow up
interview.
Observations were recorded through scripted notes and memos from
meetings set by superintendent.
Artifacts included, board policies, meeting minutes, and other items
generated from meetings such as power point presentations and reports.
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To reiterate, Halverson (2002) stated, “The key to understanding practical
wisdom is to note the systemic interplay between context and practice, between
intention and result that characterizes many complex practices” (pp. 2-3). The
examination of the three sources of data derived from the interview, observations
and artifacts noted “the systemic interplay between context and practice” of this
single superintendent and the school district.
In Chapter 4, Data Analysis and Results, the researcher looked at the
systemic interplay developed in the narratives of practice between the artifacts,
interviews, and observations. The data analysis gave what Halverson has
termed the “particulars.”
Whereas the virtue of theoretical knowledge is the ability to transcend
particular time and place, phronesis is necessarily connected to
particulars. This contrast makes it clear that a theoretical cataloging of
phronesis would not be valuable considering the infinite number of
particulars emergent in novel situations. (Halverson, 2002, p. 12)
The data analysis focused on the context of the particulars in the narratives
addressing specifics areas of importance to the superintendent.
Narratives
The researcher was able to access the data from the artifacts,
observations, and interviews. Bruner’s (1990) distinction between paradigmatic
and narrative approaches to research, which nicely parallels Aristotle’s
distinction between episteme and phronesis, provided the theoretical foundation
for the construction of phronetic cases of practice (as noted in Halverson, 2002,
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p. 16). Bruner attempts to explain that the narrative is giving detailed information
about a particular form of practice. These narratives of practice gave this
researcher an opportunity for reflective practice.
The analysis of these narratives helped in examining the problem setting
and problem solving processes of the superintendent and thus the phronesis in
the office of the superintendent.
The narratives developed from this study were used to help the
researcher understand the moral vision of the superintendent with her intentions
that “Students will graduate from high school prepared and motivated to succeed
in their chosen career and higher education, ultimately contributing to the
common good” (Strategic Plan 2010-2015). They helped to develop paths
through situational constraints and barriers – good narratives show how people
navigate through and make sense of their experience. Narrative research
attempts to enfold the crucial aspects of practice in the retelling of the story
(Halverson, 2002, p. 93). Narratives have criteria of being the truth, or having
verisimilitude. Verisimilitude means there is no room for error or lying. The
verisimilitude criterion in these narratives of practice is aimed not at recreating
the conditions for the participant, but toward how the practices can be utilized by
other school districts.
Halverson relates it the fidelity of a narrative of practice when “a sense
where narrative fidelity points “inward” toward the practitioner whose practice is
being portrayed, while verisimilitude or the truth of the narrative reaches
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“outward” toward potential audiences (Halverson, 2002, p. 94). The verisimilitude
is in the results of this study and their availability for other similar school districts
to use. This is discussed more in the results section of this study.
Halverson refers to all of the information generated in the analysis of this
study as a bricolage, or a crazy quilt (Halverson, 2002, pp. 44-45). This bricolage
became evident in the interviews, observations, and artifacts. The narratives
demonstrate verisimilitude along with the bricolage that was necessary to
compile the practical wisdom of a school district leader.

Summary
This single explanatory case study was chosen as the researcher saw an
opportunity to add to the limited data available on school district superintendents.
The interview, observations and artifacts connected to this study
uncovered data that brought a fresh slant on the decision-making processes and
characteristics of a school district superintendent. These findings were
strengthened through the analysis of multiple sources of data to provide
information that is difficult to be analyzed through quantitative methods.
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CHAPTER FOUR
REPORT OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

The examination of Halverson’s (2004) article, Accessing, Documenting
and Communicating Practical Wisdom: The Phronesis of School Leadership
Practice, helped to elicit categories which developed into themes for this
particular study. Although Halverson’s application in this article is school
leadership, this study focused on district leadership. The researcher used two
levels of analysis: (a) a demonstration of the researcher as a credible witness
and (b) an analysis of evidence to demonstrate congruence between the
interview, observations, and artifacts. The data from all three sources (interview,
observations and artifacts) were triangulated to assess its trustworthiness and
develop themes.
For the purposes of this study, pseudonyms were used when referring to
the superintendent (Dr. Smith); and the school district, Sunshine Unified School
District (SUSD).

First Level of Analysis
In the first phase of analysis, the researcher was established as a credible
witness. Krathwohl (2009), in reference to credibility, stated, “Credibility results
when a study has strong Internal Integrity. Internal Integrity is composed of five
sub-judgments: 1) explanation credibility, 2) translation validity, 3) demonstrated
result, 4) rival explanations eliminated and 5) credible result” (p. 344).
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Researcher as a Credible Witness
In establishing the researcher as a credible witness, the researcher
looked to the work of Charmaz (2005). Charmaz offers the following criteria for
grounded theory studies (Table 1, p.66). Charmaz emphasizes and concludes,
“A strong combination of originality and credibility increases resonance,
usefulness, and the subsequent value of the contribution” (2005, p. 528).
Credibility is established through the incorporation of “reasoned
reflections and principled convictions that convey a reality [that] makes a
substantive contribution” (Charmaz, 2005, p. 529), among other multiple facts
that were enumerated by the end of this chapter. The reader has a true sense of
this reality and understand that this study makes a substantive contribution to the
knowledgebase and research in this area.
The background of the researcher is varied and spans a period of twenty
years as a classroom teacher and district and school administrator.
During the ten year period that this researcher served as a public school
teacher, she additionally became an expert in Early Literacy. The staff
development, coaching, and annual presentations at the West Coast Literacy
Conference all developed and contributed to the background knowledge of how
to work with adult learners.
As an assistant principal, this researcher was responsible (at the site
level) for the state review for English Language Learners. This review proved to
be successful at both the site and district levels. Another unique experience
afforded during the time she served as assistant principal was to take part in an
65

Table 1
Charmaz’s Work in Grounded Theory
Credibility

Originality

Resonance

Has the researcher
achieved intimate familiarity
with the setting or topic?

Are the
categories fresh?
Do they offer
new insights?

Do the categories
portray the fullness
of the studied
experience?

Does the analysis
offer interpretations
that people can use
in their everyday
worlds?

Are the data sufficient to
merit the researcher’s
claims? Consider the
range, number and depth of
observations contained in
the data.

Does the
analysis provide
a new
conceptual
rendering of the
data?

Has the researcher
revealed liminal and
taken-for-granted
meanings?

Do the analytic
categories speak to
the generic
processes?

Has the researcher made
systematic comparisons
between observations and
between categories?

What is the
social and
theoretical
significance of
the work?

Has the researcher
drawn links between
larger collectivities
and individual lives,
when the data so
indicate?

Have these generic
processes been
examined for
hidden social justice
implications?

Do the categories cover a
wide range of empirical
observations?

How does the
work challenge,
extend, or refine
current ideas,
concepts, and
practices?

Do the analytic
interpretations make
sense to members
and offer them
deeper insights
about their lives

Can the analysis
spark further
research in other
substantive areas?

Are there strong logical
links between the gathered
data and the researcher’s
argument and analysis?

Usefulness

How does the work
contribute to making
a better society?

Has the researcher
provided enough evidence
for his or her clams to allow
the reader to form an
independent assessment
and agree with the
researchers claim?
Note. Table created by author using data from Charmaz (2005, p. 528).
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administrative hearing panel in another district. This experience established
schema in the area of personnel. Recruiting, interviewing, and evaluating a large
and diverse staff including certificated and classified employees, contributed to
the establishment of credibility as a leader. As an evaluator, relationships must
be established where all staff is treated with respect, no matter their
circumstances.
The researcher additionally served as the principal of an elementary
school, for three years, where eighty-nine percent of the students were at risk,
sixty-one percent of the students were English Language Learners, and was
situated in the one of the lowest socio-economic parts of town. This brought
many learning experiences. When this researcher arrived at the school, the
Academic Performance Index (API) was at 670 with a Similar School Ranking
(SSR) of five. The goal for each school in the state of California, set by the
California Superintendent of schools, was to meet the mark of 800 or higher and
a Similar School Ranking of 8 or better. The staff collaboratively agreed upon the
goal to increase the API along with the objective of achieving a SSR of 10. In
order to do this, the staff agreed to implement a Response to Intervention (RtI)
Model and establish Professional Learning Communities. In 3 years’ time, the RtI
model put in place, increased the API over 100 points to 772 with a SSR of 10.
Parents were also brought on board and came to school in the evenings working
with the Parent Institute for Quality Education (PIQE) as well as attending Adult
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English as a Second Language classes. The school was a warm, friendly,
progressive environment.
In addition, the researcher served as the Director of Children and Family
Services. This role brought new responsibilities that included: supervision of
early childhood programs, summer school for grades pre-kindergarten through
eleventh grade, and the After School Program grant funded by the state. The
researcher was also principal one day a week for a period of five months for the
district’s Alternative Education Center. The skills of working within the
compliance requirements for state and federal programs included writing various
reports and meeting deadlines for the After School Program grant as well as the
compliance agreements of the grants funding early childhood programs for the
district. A systems management approach was utilized as early childhood
programs were monitored monthly, quarterly or annually by many different
agencies. The areas monitored include eligibility, recruitment, enrollment,
selection, attendance, health and safety, program governance, as well as
curriculum and instruction.
A key to any leadership position is finding highly qualified personnel with
the right fit to work within the organization. During the researcher’s tenure as
Director of Children and Family Services, grant funding was lost and a reduction
in work force took place where the teaching staff was reduced by fifty percent.
This particular situation entailed working closely with the district’s Human
Resources department to ensure all layoffs and changes were in compliance
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with the regulations, while treating all staff with dignity and respect. This
experience led to providing staff development that would help the remaining
employees to focus on their future and develop goals towards that end. Many of
the staff have since gone back to school to earn their degrees and continued to
strive for improvement in their own professional growth.
As Director, some of the responsibilities necessitated developing working
partnerships with other agencies. Partnering with the county mental health
department, the county health department, the local First 5 Agency, Community
Care Licensing, other community philanthropic agencies, the County Office of
Education and the State Department of Education, helped to give the researcher
a broader perspective of running a school district. The researcher also had the
opportunity to work with a company to develop a cost-benefit and academicbenefit analysis of some of the programs. These data were presented at the
County Office of Education Summit as well as to the governing boards of the
First 5 Commissioners in the county and state. A recent presentation on
September 11, 2013, to the researcher’s district’s own governing board provided
a brief analysis of data regarding the academic benefit of the current early
childhood education programs.
In further exploring the researcher as a credible witness, she developed
the summer school master schedule for grades eight through twelve and found
this is similar to preparing the master schedule for an entire school year, yet on a
smaller scale. The duties of being a summer school principal also included: the
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assembly of curriculum, hiring staff, working with different departments in the
district, including Food Service, Transportation and Special Education. This
experience further broadened the researcher’s perspective of running a districtthis time specific to the more comprehensive picture of running a high school.
The supervision of the After School Programs brought with it an
experience in politics for this researcher. Working closely with the superintendent
and the assistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction helped this
researcher to gain an understanding of working with outside agencies while
doing what is best for students. The focus was continually on the relationships
established with outside agencies.
The past five years have included successful compliance reviews with
state and federal programs, increased parent involvement and the establishment
of partnership agreements with outside agencies and institutions of higher
education in order to increase community involvement.
The researcher additionally attended the Association of California School
Administrators Superintendents Academy to build background knowledge in the
duties, requirements and characteristics of a successful superintendent. This
academy met one weekend a month for ten months, covering topics such as
Understanding Yourself and Others, Planning Your First Year as a
Superintendent, Creating a Culture of High Achievement through Human
Resources, Making Changes in a Political Setting, Board Planning and Board
Relationships as well as Public and Legal Relations. All of these were presented
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by sitting or recently retired superintendents, from large to small school districts.
They were experts in their field. They came with great stories both good and
bad. This academy truly helped the researcher to understand the complexity of
the superintendency. It also provided the researcher with the opportunity to
network and gain a better understanding of the qualities of the superintendent
needed and regarded in school districts. This academy brought the realization to
the researcher that one never knows and understands the job of a school district
superintendent until one is in it.
The researcher participated in a focus group in her own school district
addressing the hiring of a new superintendent for her current school district. This
experience was similar to those the researcher discovered during the literature
review. It was a “textbook” experience. The district hired an outside agency to
review the qualifications with the board, staff and community. The researcher
was interviewed with a panel of other directors in the district to express the
qualities that we, as directors for the district, believed are pertinent to the office
of the superintendent. This researcher also held a conversation about the hiring
of the new superintendent and the process that would take place with a
consultant from the search firm.
All of these experiences have established the researcher as a credible
witness. The next part of this study delves into a second level of analysis
examining Translation Validity.
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Second Level of Analysis
Detailed Description of the Study
Translation Validity is demonstrated as the researcher provides a detailed
description of the study. Dependability is represented in the second level of
analysis where consistency of the data is demonstrated through triangulation
and the creation of an audit trail. Consistency is demonstrated in the interview,
observations of meetings and artifacts in that they all work towards the priorities
of the school district. The superintendent studied has additionally member
checked (Krathwohl, 2009) this analysis. Dr. Smith reviewed the portions of this
study that included parts of the transcription of the interview in order to verify that
the researcher reported her responses accurately. Dr. Smith played a valuable
role in review of data and the researcher’s interpretation of the data. Dr. Smith
had some minimal concerns and asked that some items be deleted or changed.
These were corrected in the transcripts and methodology; however, they had no
impact on the final outcome of the study.
There has been no rival explanation needed. The single person selected
for this study remains in her office as superintendent to this day. The researcher
was able to complete the research process. The research instrument displayed
no decay in the examination of notes and memos on the part of the researcher.
The role of the researcher has not changed and therefore there is no need to
address this in the study. Changing conditions do not need to be addressed in
the course of this study because there was no change in the condition required
to complete the study.
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The second level of analysis also provided a credible result. Findings are
positive and “consistent with previous related work” (Krathwohl, 2009, p. 350).
The findings of this study were comparable to those reported in the literature
review.
Another key point to remember in reading the second level of analysis of
the data is that the interview is the heart of the study. The observations and
artifacts are a validation of the information retrieved from the interview.
An examination of the categories developed in the second level of
analysis brought about superordinate categories or themes. These were drawn
out of the literature review. They consist of: Experiential Knowledge, Problem
Solving, Distributed Leadership and Values. These themes were analyzed based
on their relationships with the interview, observations and artifacts. This study
first delivers the narratives of practice to aid in the understanding of what took
place in the interview and observations, including the analysis of the artifacts.
Narratives of Practice
The narratives of practice are shared in this part of the analysis before
beginning to address the themes evolved in this study.
Interview
The superintendent came out to meet the interviewer herself. She did not
send out a secretary. She came out by herself to greet her visitor, this
researcher. She offered her hand with a strong, affirming handshake as if she
was glad the interviewer had arrived. The superintendent was engaged with the
researcher the entire time of the interview. She had good eye contact and did not
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take any phone calls or interruptions. Even when the set amount of time for the
interview had passed, the participant was still willing to continue the interview.
The superintendent demonstrated a belief in setting in place systems and
structures that would aid in the district’s success.
Some key components for success for this as expressed by the
superintendent through the interview are: Accountability, cultural values,
evidence-based, high-quality staff development, and respecting and valuing
those with whom you work. She is impressed with other superintendents’ visions
and has strong systems in place for governance. The superintendent’s body
language and expressions demonstrated a humility and type of self-assessment
that there is still much to learn about the current position she has as
superintendent. The superintendent states that her mission is to educate the
community population and create better citizens and people who can go out and
contribute to our country and the world.
Another definite priority for the superintendent is ensuring the budget is
aligned to the needs of the students. She displayed a look of concern when
discussing the budget. Her expressed concerns lie in the fact of communicating
the effects of the constraints on the district’s budget, which could eventually
impact programs, to the governing board. The participant shared that the effects
the budget cuts made for the past three to five years may start to show their
results this year or next. The participant’s concern is that the results of these
cuts may have an effect on the evaluation of the superintendent. The
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superintendent was very concerned about the fact that the budget cuts leave
little room for anything but the basics in education. She demonstrated pride in
the fact that this district and governing board still had the foresight to include the
arts and technology as a priority. The partnerships they have developed with
community resources have allowed this priority to receive funding.
The interview demonstrated that the superintendent is relationshipsbased. The superintendent mentions this twice during the process of her being
able to hire personnel to join her cabinet. She looked the interviewer straight in
the eye when mentioning this fact.
The superintendent is focused on great communication with all
stakeholders. In addition to having meetings to keep community members
informed, the superintendent has set up forums for certificated, classified and
management staff. These forums are driven by a member-set agenda. The
superintendent wants to cover all topics of interest to the stakeholders involved.
The superintendent was eager to share her systems of governance. She
got up to get hard copies of her personal governance notebook, including her
notes, to share with the interviewer. Her eagerness to share this artifact was
evidence that she is more than willing to help others understand the
management system in place for the district. The superintendent then asked her
secretary to get the interviewer her own copy of the systems of governance. The
interviewer felt as if she were a trusted employee of the district with this
information. The governance notebook is a methodical system that reveals
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results in a systematic, accountable way. The superintendent displays
confidence in the systems the district has in place. The body language
expressed during the conversation on governance systems was assertive and
revealed an eagerness to share.
When discussing her career path, the superintendent shared that she
never intended on becoming a superintendent. She was encouraged along the
way to apply for positions and educational experiences that would give her a
chance to further her career in education. She is very grateful for those who
helped guide her along the way. She feels very blessed to have been given this
opportunity.
The challenges and barriers do not seem to impact her decision-making.
She sees these as opportunities to collaborate with others to come up with a
solution to the problem. She sees all experiences as opportunities for personal
development. It is evident that she is passionate about her job and enjoys it very
much.
Observations
Board Meeting. The first meeting observed was a Board Meeting on
March 12,2013. The halls were crowded as the researcher stepped into the
district office. Parents and students were overflowing into the waiting room of the
district office as the students were there to receive awards. The researcher also
noted that the walls of the waiting room had pictures of the “Employees of the
Year” in the foyer of the building. Along with this, the reading material available
in the foyer included the district newsletter which paid accolades to many awards
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winners. In addition, it was noted that the School Board President, not the
superintendent, was handing out the awards. This is very strategic on the part of
the school district superintendent. In a comment made by a former board
member, this demonstrates that the superintendent is allowing the board to
participate in the recognition process. This allows for the board to get the
recognition as well. One of the researcher’s first thoughts during this observation
of the awards portion of the board meeting is: “Since the board members are the
evaluators of the superintendent, this is very wise to allow them to participate in
the great things they are allowing to happen in the district” (Anecdotal
observation, 2013). During the awards ceremonies, the superintendent would
clap and smile meaningfully. During one presentation the superintendent even
shed a tear. It is evident that when students are successful, it means a great
deal to her.
When the superintendent was engaged in the business of the board
meeting, she would always listen intently to the person who was speaking. She
would give her full attention to the speaker or the person posing a question. At
times, she would look down at the handouts, or possibly make some notes.
However, her engagement with the person addressing the board was strong
evidence that the business of the board is very important to her. There were no
sidebar conversations, looking at her phone or other distractions to take her
attention away from the business at hand.
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Forums. Observations of forums including classified, certificated and
management staff demonstrate a relationship-based atmosphere due to the
camaraderie and social banter before, during and after the meeting. The
Classified Staff Forum was of special interest as the Assistant Superintendent of
Human Resources was in charge of the meeting because the superintendent
was still on vacation after the Spring Break. The district office staff who was
there in attendance to answer the classified employees’ questions always
referred back to the superintendent. They would reiterate to the classified staff
the superintendent’s expectations of them in their attendance at this meeting,
including the reason the meeting was being held. The assistant superintendent
stated: “For the sake of our guest (the researcher), I want to remind us why we
have this committee. It is for you to report out to others. You have answers to
share in order to eliminate rumors and innuendo.” The district office staff also
would tell the classified staff, that the superintendent would like you to email
suggestions regarding the calendar. Some of the comments made included
questions regarding staffing, addressed how the superintendent is seeking their
input. It was obvious that the district office staff running the meeting tried to
provide answers to the staff the way the superintendent would if she was there
on that day. All of these types of comments helped this researcher to understand
that even though the superintendent was not present at the meeting, her
presence was felt. This demonstrates the superintendent’s wisdom is being
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utilized by cabinet members to educate the classified staff at the forum even
though the superintendent was not present that day.
The classified staff seemed to have most of their topics addressed with
little argument or misunderstanding of the district’s answers to all of their
questions.
Artifacts. Artifacts examined were agendas, minutes and presentations of
documents from the following groups: Governing Board, Citizen Oversight
Committee, Certificated Forum, Classified Forum, and Management Forum.
Other artifacts examined were the district’s Strategic Plan, CBEDs report, Interim
Financial Reports, Board Policies such as the district’s Health and Wellness
plan, Alignment of Governance diagram and others (see Appendix A). Reports to
the Board on Operating Expenses and Results Reports on Academics were also
examined.
All of these together demonstrated a strong interest in accountability and
monitoring systems. All focused on putting the safety and education of students
first with health and wellness not far behind. This district and superintendent
seem to value the whole child and the district’s community. Within the artifacts,
emphasis is placed on the preparation of students in order to give back to their
community.
Just as in Halverson’s (2002) study, the narratives developed for this
study were “grounded in valued, locally-designed artifacts and offered a unique
vantage into the patterns of problem-framing and solving in schools” (p. 269).
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Writing these narratives of practice have allowed the researcher more time for
reflective practice on the practical wisdom involved in the development of the
artifacts in the school district.
Research on phronesis attempts to create narratives of practice that serve
as occasions for reflection. Reflection on practice is a key step in developing
phronesis in both apprentices and experts. The examination of artifacts
represents a time to delve into the techne, or productive art, of the school district
and superintendent. As experience with the relevant techne increases, reflective
novices can come to understand that no techne is an end in itself; rather that all
arts are means to serve ends outside their scope (Halverson, 2002, p. 46).
Transferring Halverson’s use of techne to this study, is to examine how each
artifact is utilized in SUSD.
The themes are addressed separately in the areas of interview,
observations and artifacts. The final analysis resulted in a congruence of
evidence from all three sources that demonstrate phronesis in the office of the
school district superintendent.

Themes
Experiential Knowledge
The first theme of experiential knowledge, was particularly evident in the
interview transcript analysis.
Interview. Dr. Smith expressed appreciation for the experience of having
“sat in many seats.” Dr. Smith shared that her career path involved being a
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Speech and Language Pathologist, a teacher on special assignment in special
education, a program specialist, special education principal, general education
principal, and Executive Director of Human Resources, Assistant Superintendent
of Curriculum and Instruction and Superintendent. Dr. Smith expressed that her
varied career path helped prepare her for being a superintendent (personal
communication, March 6, 2013).
In the interview, Dr. Smith referred to specifics in each of her former
positions that led her to a superintendency, even though she stated more than
once that she did not set out to be a superintendent.
I didn’t say ever, I want to be a superintendent. It was not a life goal. . .
But there are also people along the way that guided me. If people hadn’t
said to me: ‘I think you should do this’; ‘I think you would be good at this’; I
certainly wouldn’t be here. I don’t know that that is overly typical of
superintendents. Most of them [superintendents] kind of know fairly early
on that they want to do that [to be a superintendent] and they set a
course. For a long time, I thought about this a lot. I have a very good
friend, who was in the job of superintendent, who is very much more
course driven. And if she didn’t get there, she was going to be
disappointed in herself. I haven’t felt that ever. (personal communication,
March 6, 2013)
Dr. Smith expressed concern that some superintendents have moved “up the
ladder” too quickly. She thought that a superintendent who had moved up too
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quickly did not have enough experience as a teacher or a principal to have a
good amount of background knowledge to apply what it was like to be in those
positions. She felt that she has never lost touch with what is going on at the
school level because of the many different experiences she has had along her
career path. Dr. Smith still frames problems from the point of view of a principal.
She knows that being a successful principal was important in her career. She
stated:
I keep my principal frame when addressing constraints and barriers. I rely
on my experiences as a principal to influence my decision-making
process. I ask myself two questions: 1.How will this impact the school?
And 2.How will this impact the staff? (personal communication, March, 6,
2013)
In reflecting on her career path, she also thinks about the future.
Dr. Smith does admire some superintendents for their vision. She values
the ones with vision as they take the time to infuse a more global perspective in
the field of education. She feels she does not have the years of experience as a
superintendent to effectively contribute to that global perspective. She values
superintendents with many years of experience who are using their expertise to
help influence the direction of public education. She shared:
I have so much respect for superintendents I’ve known who have been
doing this for ten years, fifteen years, because this [job of superintendent]
evolves. I can see this job, for me it’s very much still the work I did as an
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assistant superintendent, and connecting in my area. . . But if I were a
superintendent for ten years, I might [. . .]; I can see that that vision can
even broaden. (personal communication, March 2013)
The wisdom to look for others with experience is essential to making
choices that are best for students. It establishes the importance she places on
the value of experience in a career path.
Aristotle claims that experience is:
the accumulation of encounters with particular situations, is a key aspect
of practical wisdom. Experience enables a person to recognize how
principles play out in the course of life, and to anticipate and endure the
obstacles that emerge. Experience is different from mere endurance,
however, and wisdom depends upon the ability to learn from experience.
(Halverson, 2002, pp.296-297)
This superintendent also knew herself well enough to know when she was
not doing a job that suited her. This occurred when she served as the Executive
Director of Human Resources. She continued in this job even though she did not
enjoy it at the time. This job was difficult as it often involved the negative aspect
of human resources where she had to let people go regularly due to low
enrollment in the district. She now understands how this position enhanced her
career. She spent most of her time saying to good teachers, “You’re wonderful
and it has nothing to do with you, but we have to lose eighty-five positions this
year” (personal communication, March 6, 2013). She feels each of these
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experiences have helped her during her decision-making as a superintendent,
especially during the recent fiscal crisis as many difficult decisions needed to be
made. Dr. Smith utilized phronesis or practical wisdom when she gained
valuable knowledge through her own experiences and those of others.
The researcher gained more of an understanding of the practical wisdom
that can be achieved through varied experiences and opportunities. These
experiences build schema for a successful superintendent. The practical wisdom
that comes from years of experience as a principal, along with valuing each
employee’s contribution to the learning community, helped Dr. Smith to make
decisions that are in the best interest of students while still considering the
impact to all stakeholders involved in the education community.
Problem Solving
In the interview, the superintendent describes that the most complex
problems are brought to her. She knows that she must consider her answers
carefully as the decision she makes may impact many and may have a ripple
effect. Her decisions must be framed well and be both ethical and consistent.
Interview. Expert problem solvers must have the capacity to lead. They
must have a moral knowledge as problems are often difficult and require an
ethical decision to be made. Expert problem solvers must also recognize there
may be multiple solutions to a problem (2004, p. 108). Dr. Smith shared how
complex problems get to the office of the superintendent.
When you are superintendent and the decisions get to you, they are big
goal setting decisions. They are also difficult decisions. In the end there is
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not a right or a wrong. I’m sitting in cabinet and they are coming to me
with: what do you think about this, and that, and which direction do we go
from here? . . . And it really is ethical. Many times it comes down to a real
sense of what’s right and what’s not, and your frame of reference,
because it’s gray. That’s why it’s coming to you. And that’s what makes it
harder. And then you have to be consistent. You can’t make a decision
one way and then chart a different course because it confuses people.
(personal communication, March 6, 2013)
When an individual is serving as the superintendent, she must be able to
structure a problem with a form of situated cognition. This is a process where
there are mental models of past experiences that must be accessed to assist in:
1. reducing the noise of perception 2. focusing on salient characteristics of the
problem and 3. developing appropriate action plans (Halverson, 2004, p. 95).
Copland (2000) explains this as: “situated cognition,” in which knowledge is
created and made meaningful by the context and activities through which it is
acquired (p. 585). Leithwood and Steinbach (1992) believe that focusing on the
quality of a school leader’s problem solving abilities is important in determining
his or her success as a leader. This same frame of thought could be applied to
being a school district leader or superintendent. The more exposure that an
individual has to different types of problems, the more skills a person could
develop in the area of understanding and solving problems, giving them practical
wisdom.
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Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) cite a study by Kennedy (1987) where
she stated,
Expertise develops in this area of practice as professionals become more
adept at interpreting the situations they face in more fundamental ways,
set a broader array of goals for problem solving, use their values more
explicitly, develop more elaborate, information-rich solution processes,
and the like. This view of professional practice is especially applicable to
non-routine problems faced by administrators. (p. 11)
However, before problem solving takes place, problem framing is developed to
help with the complexity of the issue.
Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) found that superintendents used the
strategy of relating a complex problem to “something similar encountered in their
past” most often when problem solving.
None of the superintendents in the Leithwood and Steinbach (1995)
study, in spite of identifying certain problems as complex, difficult, unclear,
or messy, expressed any doubt about being able to manage these
problems, nor did they show any anxiety or tension. (p. 90)
Vaill (1989) claims that “today’s executives live in a world of permanent white
water” (p. 2). When combining the ideas of Leithwood, Steinbach (1995) and
Vaill (1989) it is apparent that a superintendent must maintain a calm approach
while living in a world filled with daily complex problems.
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Dr. Smith was asked: In your opinion what are some of the most
significant deficiencies in leadership skills that detract from the superintendent’s
success? Dr. Smith revealed that the greatest challenge to learning the role of
being a superintendent is how to work with five bosses instead of one. With a
school board, all five are your boss. A strategy she has put in place to eliminate
any miscommunication is increasing the written communication that goes out to
board members weekly. She gets a report from each of the district’s divisions at
the district office and reports on any newsworthy events of the week. She has
recently increased the length of this written communication to the governing
board in order to help decrease the possibility of any miscommunication.
Dr. Smith shared that another concern in working with a governing board
is helping each school board member to understand the impact of the budget
cuts of the last three years. Dr. Smith’s distress is that the biggest impacts of the
cuts from the last few years may still be to come.
This superintendent is bringing in an outside consultant to help the
governing board understand their roles in working through the various
challenges within the district. The consultant helps the board and cabinet
members to frame their problems in a way that allows them to come up with a
solution.
Then we have a consultant group. They [Dr. Smith is referring to
executive cabinet members] send it off to them [the consultant group] for
further reflection. Whatever the outcome is that comes from the consultant
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group, and then the report goes to the [governing] board. This is an
ongoing process… (personal communication, March 6, 2013)
The practical wisdom exhibited here is found in Dr. Smith’s understanding that at
times she may need some help from an outside source. She understands that
when more people are involved in the problem solving process, more solutions
are contributed. It is similar to her statement that there is “not just one answer” to
any given problem. She takes all of the solutions into consideration and
continues to ask for help when problem solving. A superintendent must deal with
many complex problems. The ability to “reframe a problem involves a conscious
effort to size up a situation using multiple lenses” (Bolman & Deal, 1993).
Bolman and Deal address problem framing with: “The ability to reframe
complex problems is an important pre-condition to the effective exercise of
leadership” (p. 24). By utilizing an outside consultant, Dr. Smith is accessing
practical wisdom in order to deal appropriately with any constraints or challenges
in making decisions regarding complex problems.
It can be understood that the cognitive processes of the superintendent
must be examined in more detail. Leithwood and Steinbach (1991) have found
that, “there appears to be much that is similar in the problem solving of
superintendents’ and senior managers in other fields…” (p. 90). Superintendents’
past experiences give them the situated cognition necessary to solve complex
problems.
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This superintendent does not look at a problem as a barrier or constraint; she
looked at it as an opportunity to make things better.
This can be seen in the way this superintendent approached how to
handle the processes of being a DAIT (District Assistance and Intervention
Team) district when first coming on board as the assistant superintendent. A
DAIT district had to accept help from an outside agency that was pre-approved
by the California Department of Education. Dr. Smith studied the data provided,
determined areas of weakness, and set up a strong professional development
plan in order to help the district get back on track.
We were identified as a DAIT district immediately after I came. There was
so much potential. High quality teachers, everything, but it just wasn’t
going anywhere academically. We were able to set a focus. We identified
our high five [goals] after looking for about a year at the data and visiting
schools and talking to people and getting to know them . . . we set our
target areas and had a big roll out of what we were going to do. [We had]
very specific plans for implementation around curriculum and instruction
around English Language Learner support and then aligned the
department to it. We moved a few people out and moved a few people in,
and did a lot of professional development. (personal communication,
March 6, 2013)

89

Problem solving is not unique to the office of the superintendent; however, it is
more complex in these surroundings as there are many factors to take into
consideration.
The following portion of the interview highlights Dr. Smith’s utilization of
others in her district to help her make these complex decisions.
Distributed Leadership
Dr. Smith shared in the interview that she hires relationship-based people
and those who have sat in many seats. She believes the experiences of having
sat in many seats gives the newly hired people better perspective of the running
of a complex organization such as a school district, and, therefore, bring
valuable contributions to the operations of SUSD as an organization.
Interview. The superintendent believes hiring good staff from the start is
an important part of her job. During the interview she shared:
I think I hire people that have some kind of connection, an emotional
connection to what they are doing, and they care about it. You know you
can tell when the person cares about something and when the person is
just there going through the motions. [It is also important] that [the person]
is also highly skilled and has some courage . . . Because you have to
have some courage in this job. It’s not enough to just be smart and nice.
You’ve got to care enough to do the difficult things. (personal
communication, March 6, 2013)
As the superintendent, she was able to hire two assistant
superintendents. Her practical wisdom in hiring the “right” people developed from
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her days as a principal when she was searching for those who wanted to be part
of the “mission” and were willing to get on board. This same philosophy is also
reflected in her current cabinet. She stated, “You need to hire great people. It’s
not about you. I need to hire a really strong cabinet that can get the job done”
(personal communication, March 6, 2013). She looks for those who have the
common thread of being relationship-based and yet are experts in their own
field. In the interview, Dr. Smith shared various characteristics that she felt were
key when hiring cabinet members. She said of one cabinet member she was
able to hire:
His [the assistant superintendent’s] style is very personable, very
relationship-based which is important. That is the commonality I look for.
They need to have sat in a lot of seats. I value that probably because that
is what I did. (personal communication, March 6, 2013)
The strategy of hiring people who are “relationship-based” along with the
experiences of having “sat in many seats,” demonstrates practical wisdom. The
“right” people bring with them the “right” resources in order to provide continued
success. Copland (2003) would say this would be looking for someone with the
right expertise more so than being concerned about which position one holds.
Dr. Smith has the resources available to hire and maintain an effective
staff that help her to be able to accomplish her goal of giving students “options in
life.”
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Spillane, Halverson and Diamond (1999), articulated the principles of
distributive school leadership in a way that these principles are a good example
of what Dr. Smith is creating in SUSD:
The distributed perspective goes beyond considering a division of labor
for leadership functions, to argue that the thinking and practice of
leadership is stretched over school leaders and the material and symbolic
artifacts in the environment. The authors treat the situation not simply as
an influence on practice but as an integral and constituting component of
practice. (p. 2)
Dr. Smith’s practical wisdom of hiring good staff from the start suggests she has
a distributive style of leadership. She is not authoritarian or considered a ‘top
down’ manager because she is able to ‘rely’ on others to get their jobs done.
This is a demonstration of trust in the others she has chosen to help her lead the
district.
Values
Dr. Smith places student achievement at the top of her list as a
superintendent. She makes all decisions in consideration of the impact the
decision may have on student achievement.
Interview. In the interview, Dr. Smith was asked about a difficult decision
that she had to make. Dr. Smith relayed the issue where a decision was made to
cut programming for Adult Education in order to keep most of that money in
general education for students in grades K-12. Adult Education funding would
only be available for the parents of students in K-12 so they could continue to
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learn the English Language. She had to ask herself, what is the best way to get
the most use from this funding? Should we continue to utilize this funding to
enhance Adult Education, or would it be more beneficial to keep this funding in
K-12 Education? The choice was difficult to make; however, Dr. Smith
determined that working only with the parents of the students who were English
Language Learners in K-12 would most align with the district priority of
increasing student achievement. Dr. Smith demonstrated phronesis because she
was able to discern which cuts to make with the least impact to student
achievement.
She stated,
I’m a core believer that it is our mission to educate the community
population and create better citizens and people who can go out and
contribute to our country and the world. I try to stay on that course. Our
five areas are really in the area of academic achievement and getting out
of college. . . . It’s kind of a mission in that we’re starting to look at with
college and career readiness. . . That is probably now what is guiding us
beyond just K-12. (personal communication, March 6, 2013)
The practical wisdom of focusing on the data takes the onus off of the
superintendent. The data helped all stakeholders to understand what was
needed to improve the district’s test scores. When the data were shared, the
decisions were made based on data alone. This information was then used to
drive instruction and determine future priorities for the district.
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Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) found that values were the most
significant finding in their study on superintendent’s decision making:
A clear sense of their own personal and professional values provides
expert administrators with the means to productively engage in solving
problems about which they may have relatively little domain–specific
knowledge. Or it may be that a defining characteristic of a significant
portion of educational administrators’ ill-structured problems is that they
are centrally about value choices and tradeoffs. (p. 312)
When educational administrators use their values in decision-making, it helps
them to narrow it down to frame the solution.
Halverson makes us aware that:
Building character is the goal first of education, then of political life. In
cataloguing the virtues along which character should be built, Aristotle
recognized that much of ethics had to do with inculcating the ability to
discern and act upon the right rule. (Halverson, 2002, p. 26)
Dr. Smith’s decisions are infused with her values as she bases these decisions
on what is in the best interests of her students. She was asked why she took the
job in SUSD versus the one she was offered at another much larger district. She
replied: “Because I had researched the superintendent, and the fact that I knew
the superintendent had integrity, this influenced my decision to take the job.”
(personal communication, March 6, 2013)
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This statement reflects the fact that Dr. Smith values integrity. She also
surrounds herself with others who are persons of integrity.
Dr. Smith also accepts responsibility for district and school results. If a
school site is still not demonstrating improvement, the first place she looks to is
herself. She asks the question, “Did we [the district office] do enough to support
the school site with resources?” She takes full responsibility for the failures of the
school district. For example, after providing for training and resources for staff, if
the school site is still not improving, Dr. Smith is confident in utilizing the
parameters of the contract to help teaching staff, who are not improving their
performance in the classroom, to look to possible other careers and encourages
them to move on when ready. The unions in this district are supportive of this
process because they understand the district has provided employees with every
opportunity to improve before encouraging them to move on to another career.
Dr. Smith stated:
And we [the district] know that some of the schools that are not doing well
in our district is a direct result of us not doing a very good job of
supporting and getting our teachers trained. And when we have trained
our teachers and they are still not able to do a good job with instruction,
we’ve stopped short of evaluating them and moving them. I believe in that
too. I don’t believe in stopping [the evaluation process for teachers]. It’s
probably been about four years; we have a team around PAR (Peer
Assisted Review) when a teacher has a couple of years of support and
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principals have had a couple of years on training on how to give accurate
feedback. Then we go into PAR, and then into dismissal. Our Unions are
with us because they know when we get to that point [of dismissal] with a
teacher, it’s because they have had a lot of documentation and support.
(personal communication, March 6, 2013)
To demonstrate integrity when working in the area of Personnel, the
administrators in the district support the staff members whose students are not
showing progress and make sure they work with their peers, within the terms
and conditions of the contract, in order to be given every chance to succeed in
their position. Not until all of these resources have been exhausted does Dr.
Smith move forward with dismissal. She feels at this point in the employee’s
tenure, she has had sufficient opportunities to become successful, and the
district must move forward with dismissal. If a district fails to follow through with
this process, the district is setting up an employee or school for continued failure.
It is the district’s responsibility to ensure that students have every opportunity to
learn. If the district is aware of an employee who is not successful, and they do
little to nothing to help him improve, this is then the fault of the district and,
ultimately, the superintendent. According to Dr. Smith: “[the data] can be a
consideration to help make these difficult decisions, yet they cannot be the only
consideration” (personal communication, March 6, 2013).
Leithwood and Steinbach (1995) share that superintendent’s tap into their
values when making complex decisions:
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As expected, values were pervasive in the problem-solving processes of
superintendents. In support of earlier studies, superintendents appeared
to be largely influenced by the consequences that their problem solving
would have on stakeholders in their organizations. Participation and their
own sense of role responsibility (duty) were the other two values most
evident in superintendent’s problem solving. (p. 145)
Several times during the interview the superintendent referred to putting
“systems in place.” This is her way of organizing and planning while monitoring
her goals and objectives. She is a believer in systems that “help you to achieve
your goals.” The practical wisdom of operating under a systems management
approach was developed early in her career while she was a speech and
language pathologist and while she was a teacher on special assignment
working in special education. This singular focus gave her the ability to bring this
same type of systems management to her current role as superintendent. When
she felt she was ready, she chose to interview for an assistant superintendent of
curriculum and instruction position. She applied in two districts. She was
fortunate to be the first choice of both districts and had to choose between the
two positions. She respected both current superintendents of the districts where
she applied. She stated in the interview with this researcher that she knew the
superintendent in the district where she chose to work.
The practical wisdom in the decision making process of choosing a district
in which to work was based on her relationships. Because of these relationships,
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she understood and appreciated that her new boss would be a great partner with
whom to work. Dr. Smith’s own experiences in choosing a district in which to
work helped make the connection to her own requirement of hiring people who
were “relationships-based.”
Dr. Smith’s strong emphasis on professional development also displays
practical wisdom. She believes strongly in building capacity in all staff. Going
back to the time she spent as a principal, one of her strategies was to always
have a strong, “knowledgeable” body of employees. Dr. Smith’s goal as a
principal was to turn around a low performing school. One of the strategies she
used was to have the staff embrace one or two areas for professional
development each year.
We did something new every year or two. So we became a model school
for GLAD (Guided Language Acquisition Development). We were very
into professional development and quality instruction; then once we got
that down, we were a model school for waves of things we implemented.
(personal communication, March 6, 2013)
During her ten years as a principal, she was able to see the impact of
what great professional development can accomplish. She continued to embrace
the frame of reference of being a principal and carry that into all of her future
roles in her career as well. When she first arrived in the district as assistant
superintendent, she implemented five days of professional development during
the summer for all administrators and teachers.
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Professional development is one strategy Dr. Smith used as a school
principal in developing a successful staff, involved “hiring teachers that were
considered ‘A+’ teachers” (personal communication, March 6, 2013). These
teachers were willing to teach in a school that was very low performing and yet
[the teachers] believed that the students were capable of doing better. The
teachers had an intense desire to make sure ALL children learned and had the
opportunities equal to those in some higher performing schools. Some teachers
Dr. Smith “inherited” in her first principalship were not ‘A+’ teachers. She tried to
get all teachers to buy into her mission for the school; some of these teachers
decided to leave “dropping them off as they were not part of the mission”
(personal communication, March 6, 2013). She wanted people on staff who were
willing to embrace a new program each year or two. Her school was recognized
as a “Distinguished School.”
Dr. Smith’s strategy of hiring A+ teachers to work in an underperforming
school was not unique. Fullan (2003) would say the “People are not your most
important asset. The right people are.” (pp. 8, 9). In hiring A+ teachers, Dr. Smith
knows that A+ teachers, will “contribute individual capabilities to the achievement
of group objectives and work effectively with others in a group setting, while
making productive contributions through talent, knowledge, skills, and good work
habits” ( p.10).
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Experiential Knowledge
Observations of experiential knowledge are evident through the
superintendent’s body language and tone of voice. She expresses an authentic,
caring and sincere tone during all observations.
Observation
Observations of Dr. Smith’s facial expressions and tone of voice during
the interview revealed that she seemed to have a great deal of respect for the
work of the superintendent for whom she chose to work. The observance of this
body language is integral to the study of phronesis. As Goman (2008) stated,
the silent signals of nonverbal communication tend to reveal underlying motives
and emotions… and much more (p. 2). The facial expressions of the
superintendent are genuine as she is connected to her district. She elicits the
expressions of a proud mother. You can see that she has relationships with staff,
board members, parents and students. She is genuinely pleased with their
individual successes whether it is providing school board members with
opportunities to hand out awards, presenting an administrator before the
governing board for a promotion, or accepting praise from a school program for
the support received from the district. Another observation at the board meetings
pertinent to body language: Dr. Smith leans in when listening to reports from any
individual. Not one time did this researcher observe her leaning back or crossing
her arms. Goman states, “Positive attitudes towards others tend to be
accompanied by leaning forward” (Goman, 2008, p. 28). Her expressions
demonstrate what is in her heart. A superintendent who demonstrates what is in
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his or her own heart can have a great impact on the entire district. As IBM
chairman Louis Gerstner says, it is “not something you do by writing memos.
You’ve got to appeal to people’s emotions. They’ve got to buy in with their hearts
and their bellies, not just their minds” (as cited in Evans, 1996, pp. 207-208). Dr.
Smith’s genuine, heartfelt facial expressions help the rest of the district
community invest in the district also, with their “hearts and bellies.”

Problem Solving
Dr. Smith considers the wisdom of others when making a complex
decision. This is evident in the meetings held called “forums.” The meeting is a
collaborative effort to establish an effective way to the keep the lines of
communication open between all stakeholders.
Observations
The observations of two forums, one with classified employees and one
with certificated employees, helped the researcher to understand the framing of
a problem through multiple lenses. The staff plans the agenda for the forum, and
Dr. Smith is a facilitator of the meeting; however, she acts more as a guide on
the side, not the sage on the stage (King, 1993, p. 30) . Dr. Smith explains how
she comes up with the agenda items for the forums:
I have them [the staff] brainstorm all of things they are interested in. They
brainstorm everything and write them down on poster paper; then I have
them use dots, you know, I’m an old PD (professional development)
person, and then I have them use dots and select their priorities. And we
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do meetings about those [agenda priorities] through the year and give
them the information they want. And we take minutes and give the
minutes out. They can post them. Depending on how they want to do it.
They can go to their principal and report out at a staff meeting. So that is
their teacher [employee] voice and I think it’s very effective. (personal
communication, March 6, 2013)
During these meetings Dr. Smith listens to the suggestions and takes ideas into
consideration that may help the school sites. She appreciates the input received
at all forums. This is evident in direct observation and meetings of minutes that
were examined.
At one of the forums, it was of great interest to the researcher that even
though the superintendent was not there, the district office administrators at the
meeting often referred to the desires and goals of the superintendent. Dr.
Smith’s presence was felt even though she was not in the room at the time. Dr.
Smith is what Evans (1996) would term an “authentic leader.” Her presence is
felt even when she is not there.
Educators want leaders who know education, who are current and well
versed without falling victim to fads, but they especially want leaders who
are “one of us,” who can still see education from a teacher’s point of view
and are attuned to the real world of classrooms, students, and parents.
And they also want leaders who offer proof or promise of being able to
“make things happen,” whether this means fixing problems, finding
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resources, or handling people. These traits build a basic platform without
which a leader lacks presence and clout and is not taken seriously.
(Evans, 1996, p. 190)
Dr. Smith is taken seriously even when she is not in the room. Her vision,
mission and core values give clarity and focus for the entire district.

Distributed Leadership
In the next portion of this analysis, Dr. Smith’s utilization of many
stakeholders in the decision making process is described. Her ability to engage
with others is evident in meetings as well as through informal observations.
Observation
Phronesis is found in the collaboration displayed by Dr. Smith throughout
district meetings. She is sustaining district improvement as shared amongst a
broader group of stakeholders rather than just those in leadership positions. The
forums are a great example of this. She not only meets with management, but
she also meets regularly with certificated and classified staff. Again, this brings
to realization the goal of good communication between the district office and
school sites.
Through the observation of meetings of the governing board, it was noted
by the researcher that the school board president was the person handing out
the awards and giving recognition to students, staff and community members.
Dr. Smith’s exhibition of distributive leadership is crucial in this area as this is a
demonstration that she does not need to be in the spotlight. She allows her
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board president and the governing board to acclaim the recognition of a job well
done while giving out awards to those who deserve it.
It is evident that Dr. Smith has a great deal of trust in the leaders she has
hired. She wants the district leaders to drive the topics for meeting agendas. She
has respect for their contributions and listens to their input. This is evident not
only in observations of meetings, but also within the meeting’s minutes. An
example from meeting minutes would be an artifact not an observation; however,
the researcher would like the reader to draw the connection between the
observation and the artifact.
When she was new to the district, Dr. Smith showed the staff how to read
and comprehend the data from the district’s most recent test scores and results
in order to use them to drive instruction. The practical wisdom of empowering
employees to make decisions based on data helps them all to understand the
needs of the students and what kind of instruction must be implemented. This
type of distributive leadership helps staff to feel empowered in their decision
making, and assisted Dr. Smith in her position as assistant superintendent, in
focusing on student achievement and student’s needs.
Copland’s (2003) study on school leadership applies to school district
leadership. According to Copland:
Successful principals [superintendents] were men and women with varied
professional backgrounds who worked in collaboration with teacher
leaders [district administrators] and in respect of teaching culture. The
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author found various ways to support teachers in getting the job done.
The leadership of these principals [superintendents] was not superhuman;
rather, it grew from a strong and simple commitment to making the school
work for their students, and to building teachers’ commitment and
capacity to pursue this collective goal. Perhaps most importantly, the
responsibility for sustaining school improvement was shared among a
much broader group of school community members, rather than owned
primarily by formal leaders at the top of the organizational chart. (p. 379)
Dr. Smith has the resources of a great staff, supportive community and
governing board. However, it takes a collaborative leader to get all of these
entities to work together with the synergy to accomplish the ultimate goal of
increasing student achievement.
Spillane, Halverson and Diamond (1999), argue that:
Investigating leadership practice is essential to understanding leadership
in organizations. The focus of the study is principal leadership . . .
Leadership is not simply a function of what a school principal
[superintendent], or indeed any other individual or group of leaders knows
and does. Rather, it is about the activities engaged in by leaders, in
interaction with others, in particular contexts around specific tasks. (p. 6)
Dr. Smith has multiple interactions with others and is engaged in activities
around specific tasks. These types of interactions develop the respect, trust and
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collaboration that are needed in order to accomplish those tasks, this is evident
at board meetings, forums and during a personal observation.
These observations demonstrate the superintendent’s willingness to
collaborate with many district stakeholders, demonstrating that there may be
multiple solutions to one problem.
When tough questions come from the board, Dr. Smith is the first line of
defense offering solutions or redirection so the board has an opportunity to
reflect or reframe the question from a different perspective. Dr. Smith’s input can
change the trajectory of the meeting. For example, on April 23, 2013, at a
meeting of the governing board, a board member expressed some disagreement
with a presentation given by the assistant superintendent of business regarding
taxes levied on new homes, and their impact to the district. Dr. Smith addressed
the concern about the amount of money coming into the district from these
taxes, by turning the conversation to the priorities that were about students. The
board member did not seem to like the fact that the superintendent had to
remind him that his priorities are for students. He was “fully aware of his priorities
to the district” (observation April 23, 2013). However, after some more
discussion, the vote still passed 3-2. It was obvious to the researcher that Dr.
Smith was being supportive of the assistant superintendent while persuading the
majority of the governing board to vote the way that would be in the best interest
of students. This is part of the complexity of being a superintendent. When there
are five bosses (board members), and they all do not have the same opinion,
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there is not always unanimous agreement. However, the respect that is shown
the superintendent, regardless of the outcome of the vote, is evidence that the
governing board members see Dr. Smith as an authentic leader with the savvy to
do what is right for students.
Savvy is practical competence, a hard-to-quantify cluster of qualities that
includes craft knowledge, life experience, native intelligence, common sense,
intuition, courage, and the capacity to “handle things.” Most of us seek in a
leader this combination of genuineness and effectiveness. It makes him
authentic, a credible resource who inspires trust and confidence, someone worth
following into the uncertainties of change (Evans, 1996, p. 184).
Dr. Smith had to have the intuition and courage to handle things at the
board meeting that she believed to be in the best interest of children. This is
another form of practical wisdom. Practical Wisdom was evident in the board
meeting where the decision was being made to deny or permit a charter school
from staying in business. Dr. Smith encouraged the board to make their decision
based on the best interests of the children. Her recommendation was to not
support the charter school petition as children were not getting a “good”
education, through this particular charter school system.
These observations are obvious to apply to the theme of distributed
leadership. Dr. Smith demonstrates distributed leadership during observations of
her actions and body language in meetings. It is a little more difficult to apply the
theme of values to an observation as some information must be implied.
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However, this researcher was able to demonstrate the superintendent’s values
within the observation format.

Values
When reviewing the first meeting between the researcher and Dr. Smith, it
could be inferred that Dr. Smith likely makes those with whom she works on a
daily basis feel very comfortable. The fact that she makes complete strangers
feel valued is an obvious contribution to values in an observation. More formal
observations are also noted in this section.
Observation
In observation of the governing board, (April 23, 2013), Dr. Smith seemed
to thoroughly enjoy the presentation of a new high school principal to the
governing board. When the assistant superintendent was introducing the
principal, who was a former assistant principal at the rival high school in the
same district, the superintendent seemed to have the look of a very proud
mother on her face. Her facial expressions were radiant with pride because this
assistant principal had “come up through the ranks.” Dr. Smith’s display of pride
through her facial expressions and body language reflect the values of a person
(Goman, 2008). This was a proud moment for the entire district as board
members, cabinet members and family members seemed to be happy to be
associated with SUSD. When the new principal left the board meeting with his
family, there was loud cheering outside of the district office by all of the wellwishers who had been a part of the audience at the meeting. The superintendent
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and board members were all smiles at this point. This is a demonstration that the
district has pride when they are able to promote one of their own.
The culture of this board meeting and others demonstrates a relaxed
atmosphere in spite of the tensions that arise when dealing with budget cuts,
introduction of the Common Core State Standards and accountability issues.
The board is also able to make jokes with the audience. The assistant
superintendents also make jokes with the board about the length of meetings.
The superintendent sheds a tear when a high school band presentation elicits so
much pride in their accomplishments and does what she can to hold back her
tears. This is an expression of the caring nature of this woman superintendent
(Yong-Lynn & Bruner, 2009).
During an observation of a meeting of the governing board, results reports
were on the agenda. In the bulk of the report, it was clear that the
superintendent’s values are in alignment with the district values. Dr. Smith states
the facts, with data to back up those facts, in order to demonstrate alignment
with the district’s core values and employee ethics that hold all employees
accountable to high standards. There is evidence that SUSD has embedded
Aristotle’s thought on ethics into their board policy. The artifact that was
presented in a board meeting called, The Global Operational Expectation,
stated,
The CEO shall not cause, allow, or fail to take reasonable measures to
prevent any practice, activity, decision or organizational condition that is
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unlawful, unethical, unsafe, imprudent, in violation of Board policy or
endangers the organization’s public image or credibility. (Revised June
28, 2011)
The CEO or superintendent must ensure that he/she is making ethical decisions.
Dr. Smith treats every employee with respect, but still holds each accountable for
his/her actions. This is a demonstration of good judgment and therefore an
expression of practical wisdom. The observation of the results of this particular
artifact regarding a personnel report being stated publicly (withholding names of
personnel) at a meeting of the governing board, reveals a respect for those
within and outside of the school community. This observation of respect
represents that positive culture and good governance all impact SUSD. It is a
district where employees and ethical practices are valued.
Halverson’s article (2004) leads again back to the particulars. The
particular observation of public recognition at a board meeting for students, staff
and community members who have contributed to the success of SUSD and the
core values of the district is what Halverson would call emphasizing the little
things. Halverson stated, ‘Emphasizing the little things’ allows us to see how
practitioners live their values in actual contexts that force compromise, tradeoffs, and the reevaluation of priorities (2004, p. 105).
In “capturing” those times of recognition, SUSD provides a “powerful
learning opportunity for their inside and outside audiences.” If SUSD, under the
guidance of the superintendent, was not offering these “opportunities,” the

110

community, employees and students may not be as empowered to continue to
strive to give each other their best each and every day. The phronesis is in the
recognition and the inclusion of ALL stakeholders to bring a feeling of
community. This is a demonstration of leadership that forms a special case of
phronesis as leaders act to secure the good for the community. Aristotle would
consider this an act of phronesis or practical wisdom in the sense of community.

Experiential Leadership
This section of the analysis demonstrates the experiences that helped Dr.
Smith to develop artifacts that support the attainment of the goals of the school
district. This section makes evident the practical wisdom within those
experiences that may have helped in reaching those goals.
Artifacts
Superintendents must use all of their practical wisdom for the daily
running of a school district. They must pull their wisdom from preceding
successful and unsuccessful experiences. Halverson refers to these experiences
as a bricolage, or a crazy quilt (Halverson, 2002, p. 44-45). This bricolage
becomes evident in the experiences, interviews, observations and artifacts.
These have been developed into a new artifact in Table 2 (pp. 113-114). This
table demonstrates the chaos of the experiences, interview, observations and
artifacts of meeting minutes and agendas, and how the superintendent finds the
practical wisdom to solve the problems that come her way. Table 2 (pp. 113114), is a summary that displays the bricolage of phronesis, or practical wisdom,
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with categories that evolved from the study. The categories consist of strategies,
goals, constraints, affordances and resources available to the superintendent.
Table 2 (pp. 113-114), is like an artifact of artifacts. It is a good demonstration of
the bricolage of practical wisdom elicited from this study.
Halverson (2002) believes the analysis of the artifacts in these categories
helps to unfold the enactment of leadership work (p. i). The categories of goals,
strategies constraints, affordances and resources give a picture of what the
superintendent is able to utilize due to her many experiences, past and present.
The goals represent the current goals the district has implemented in order to
accomplish the mission and vision of SUSD.
The analysis of Table 2 (pp. 113-114), represents the current strategies in
place in order to accomplish the goals. The constraints are “normal” in
comparison to most school districts in 2013. The affordances are what she has
gained through all of her experiences, past and present. The resources are what
are available to her because of her current position and past experiences. All of
these are impacted by her experiential knowledge. She uses each of these in
their own way to accomplish the goals and utilize day to day decision making
processes for a school district superintendent. This artifact, Table 2 (pp. 113114), is a demonstration of the items that may have impacted those experiences.
The superintendent must then use the phronesis developed thus far in her
career to impact her future experiences in her career and for the good of the
school district.
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Table 2
Impact on the Superintendent’s Decision Making
Goals

Strategies

Constraints

Affordances

Increase student
achievement

Hire staff aligned
to the same goals

Compliance of
ESEA or
NCLB

Many Different
Jobs/Experience
s prior to the
superintendency

Systems
management
For
governance

Provide student with
career and college
opportunities

High quality
professional
development

Budget

Continuing
education/doctor
ate

Systems
management
for budget
alignment

Prepare global
citizens

Results Reports
for Academic
Achievement
Operational
Expectations
Global
Expectations

Having 5
bosses
instead of one

Friendships/
Relationships

Systems
Management
for
Results
Reporting

Value each
individual for their
contribution

Relationships
based

Program
governance

Strong Systems
already in place

Supportive
governing
board

Good
Communication
between all Staff

Place Value on
the contributions
of each
stakeholder

Demographics
of
communities

Supportive,
knowledgeable
Staff

Familiarity

Put students first in
every decision

Consider Impact
to District and
Schools

More time
needed for
reflection

Supportive
governing board

Courage

2 percent Annual
Growth

Focused vision

High Numbers
of English
learners

Supportive
community

Good
communicatio
n skills

7 percent growth
over 3 years

Reflection

High numbers
of socioeconomically
disadvantaged

Recognition of
good work past
and present

Knowledgeabl
e staff

Reaching the State
or County Average

Use of Data to
Drive Decisionmaking process
Take the Blame
when needed

Implementing
common core
standards
Charter
schools

Supportive
family

Supportive
community

Years of
experience

Outside
consultants

Budget Aligned with
District Priorities
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Resources

Goals

Strategies

Empowering of Staff

Shared decisionmaking/collaborat
ion/
Transparency/res
pect/valuesbased

Contribute to the
Global perspective
of Education

Recognition
provided to staff,
students and
community.

Constraints

Affordances

Resources

Politics:
federal/ state
and local

Utilization of
workforce
development
opportunities for
students

County Office
of Education

Fewer staff

Previous
success

Time for
Reflection
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Another example of an experience included in the artifact, Table 2 (pp.
113-114), is when Dr. Smith shared that her intentions was never to become a
superintendent, it was mentors in her life that reached out to her. Dr. Smith
states her career experiences were of great importance to her preparation for the
superintendency. She was grateful to have sat in many seats.

Problem Solving
The problem solving theme evolves from meeting minutes. These minutes
give evidence that the superintendent utilizes her problem solving abilities with
the different stakeholders.
Artifacts
An artifact that helps us to understand the problem solving abilities of the
superintendent is Management Forum minutes. The minutes revealed that at
one forum the superintendent expressed her desire to have all district
administrators develop an awareness of all the different aspects of opening a
new high school. All district managers shared how they were collaborating with
the recently hired principal to ensure a smooth opening. For example, the
assistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction was exploring curriculum,
including the purchases of e-books and devices, in order to give the students a
“twenty-first century experience.” These examples demonstrated that the entire
district was given a part in the opening of a new high school.
At a certificated forum, the teachers requested that the assistant
superintendent attend staff meetings to disseminate the information shared at
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the forum as the staff members responsible did not want to miscommunicate any
information regarding the budget. The assistant superintendent complied and
stated that this could be provided via video streaming. Questions that could not
be addressed were tabled for the following meeting. The meeting has a
secretary who keeps minutes, so members know what agenda items to address
and follow up with at the next meeting. These minutes can then be posted and
discussed at all sites.
The particulars of the meeting minutes reflect that Dr. Smith is taking into
consideration many different ideas and input from various stakeholders. This
input from others helps Dr. Smith to make informed decisions, knowing all
aspects of how this could impact a school, department, or entire district.
Halverson (2002) describes it as identifying those ‘items that are worthy of
action’:
Aristotle’s discussion of techne, or productive art, brings out the executive
function of phronesis as the kind of wisdom that determines when it is
appropriate to apply an art, when to change arts, and how to evaluate artifacts.
As an executive function, phronesis sets the agenda with the identification of
which aspects of the environment are worthy of action, and of the evaluation of
such actions in relation to setting the course for future action (pp. 12 & 38).
Dr. Smith’s problem solving abilities are influenced by her own mental
models where she develops a reasonable plan of action that may have multiple
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solutions to one problem. This is demonstrated in the interview and observations
as well as the artifacts.

Distributed Leadership
Distributed Leadership is the third of four themes that emerged from the
analysis. It is evident in the meeting minutes as well as the results reports
delivered to the governing board each month.
Artifacts
Distributed Leadership is clearly evident in the meeting minutes of the
Forums. In these forums, Dr. Smith has made it evident that the members of the
committee are the ones driving the agenda topics. In the interview, Dr. Smith
stated that at the beginning of forums for each school year, she asks each
group, classified, certificated and management, to come up with a group of
topics. They then prioritize these topics as a group. The superintendent puts
these topics on the agenda each time they meet during that school year until
they cover all the topics. Dr. Smith uses the input gleaned from these forums to
influence her decision-making and communication to the school board (personal
communication, March 6, 2013).
The Results Reports are other artifacts that are a part of the theme of
Distributed Leadership and part of the current “systems that are in place.” Dr.
Smith stated that she did not create these; however, she determined that the
system requires that Results Reports are generated and given to the governing
board monthly. These are addressed by each division within the district office.
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These reports are then presented to the governing board in public. For example
Dr. Smith collects information from those in her cabinet in order to develop the
Results Report to give to the governing board. The process of the Results
Reports were also discussed during the interview which told us that an outside
consultant was used to help develop these reports. After these reports are sent
back to them from the consultant, Dr. Smith then reviews them with her cabinet
to determine if the report is ready to be presented to the governing board. For
example, a results report was given on student achievement. The focus was on
the English Learner’s progress. The report was refined with the help of having
multiple layers of input from the cabinet, superintendent and consultant before
presenting the results to the governing board. These Results Reports, along with
this particular process that is in place to evaluate the reports, allow for a sense of
accountability which was coded high when examining the artifacts. These
systems are working to help the governing board see the big picture of the entire
district while including reports that cover all divisions, not just the accountability
reports that come with academic testing and financial audits. Dr. Smith’s
phronesis is evident in the reports because she is using collective leadership in
order to build and give the reports.

Values
The values of the superintendent are evident in the board polices. As
stated previously, it is evident in the board policy for Global Operational
expectations for SUSD as it addresses the integrity of the superintendent.
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Artifacts
The policy is very clear that the governing board does not tolerate
unlawful or unethical behavior. This is a demonstration that the governing board
of SUSD highly values a superintendent who has integrity in every area of his or
her life, not just during working hours.
In the strategic overview for SUSD, it is also evident that the district has
core values that guide their organization in beliefs. Some of the core values are:
•

Good governance is characterized by fair treatment of all
stakeholders, transparency and sound financial stewardship of
resources.

•

Respecting the diversity of others is essential to a healthy community.

•

Civil rights are fragile, necessitate protection and are balanced with
accountability and responsibility. (SUSD Strategic Overview, 20112015)

The values are not only focused on academics and accountability but on
how people are treated within the confines of the policies of the district.

Coding Analysis
The following portion of this study has a focus on the coding that was
utilized in order to elicit the themes derived from the data. There are four levels
of analysis. Level 1 is open coding where artifacts (Appendix A) were analyzed
for nouns and noun phrases that stood out to the researcher during the review of
the literature. Level 2 is analysis of the original 54 codes (Appendix D) and the
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data reduction analysis of codes into categories (Appendix E). Level 3 is an
analysis of each of the codes separately in the interview, observations and
artifacts, Tables 3; 4 and 5. Level 4 is the melding of the categories with topics
that emerged from the literature review to develop superordinate categories or
over-arching themes of the study.
Level 1
The researcher developed codes based on nouns and noun phrases that
emerged from the interview and artifacts such as the mission and vision
statement for SUSD as well as the Strategic Overview for SUSD from 20112015. These nouns and or noun phrases were then placed into a coding
hierarchy quantifiable by how many times a noun or noun phrase was found in
the transcription of the interview, transcription of an observation, or in an artifact
(Appendix A). These nouns or noun phrases were entered in as codes to the
Atlas.ti software. Appendix A lists thirty-four artifacts that have been scrutinized
by the researcher for nouns or noun phrases that may be important to the study.
As Miles and Huberman (1994) state: “Coding is analysis. Codes are tags or
labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information
compiled during a study” (p. 56). In the next level of analysis the researcher
explains how the codes were then developed into categories.
Level 2
Due to an inordinate number of codes, the codes then were developed
into categories by conducting a data reduction analysis (Appendix E). All of the
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codes were examined for similarities and differences. The codes were then
grouped together based on their similarities. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) state:
Developing a coding system involves several steps: you search through
your data for regularities and patterns as well as for topics your data
cover, and then you write down words and phrases to represent these
topics and patterns. These words and phrases are coding categories. (p.
166)
The researcher has followed Bogdan and Biklen’s example of developing and
grouping the codes into categories. The coding hierarchy (Appendix D) that
emerged from the overall analysis included Accountability, Career Path and
Decision-Making as the three most common categories. A third level of analysis
helps to further the data reduction process.
Level 3
Tables 3, 4 and 5, display the differences between the interview,
observations and artifacts in accessing the ten codes that emerged most often
from each area. These ten codes were then analyzed for the purpose of data
reduction (see Appendix E). The categories that rose to the top in conducting a
reduction of the data are the categories of: Accountability, Building
Relationships, Decision Making, Values and Career Path. The researcher
analyzed each noun or noun phrase to determine under which heading each
would be categorized.
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This method for data reduction has internal validity as it has:
truth value. The study makes sense. The people, observations and
artifacts in the study are credible to the people we study and to our
readers. There is an authentic portrait of what the study is looking at. The
“natural” validity- the idea that the events and setting studied are
uncontrived, unmodified by the researcher’s presence and actions. (p.
278)
The data analysis demonstrates that Dr. Smith held high expectations
(accountability) for all, but she kept values and relationships as her top priority.
As a disclaimer, the researcher is not associated with Sunshine Unified School
District.
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) do not imply that analysis rises only from the
data and not from the perspectives the researcher holds. For it is social values
and ways of making sense of the world that can influence which processes,
activities, events, and perspectives researchers consider important enough to
code (p. 172).
It is important to note that the data reduction demonstrated that career
path stood on its own with experience being the only noun or noun phrase the
researcher determined was appropriate to categorize with career path. In closer
analysis of Appendix E, it is evident that accountability is number one in two of
the three categories, Observations and Artifacts. Positive culture and respect are
also evident in both Observations and Artifacts.
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Table 3
Top 10 Codes: Observation
Atlas.ti
1
2
3
4
5
5
6
7
8
8
9
9
10

Codes

Observations

%

Accountability
Career path
Respect
Decision-making
Positive culture
Values
Transparency
Solution framing
Recognition
Supportive
Good governance
Collaboration
Problem framing

6
0
18
1
12
4
9
2
7
8
10
5
1
82

7.0
0.0
22.0
0.1
15.0
0.05
1.0
0.02
9.0
10.0
12.0
0.06
0.1

In the category of Observations (Table 3), the top categories are: respect,
positive culture and good governance. During the data reduction, respect,
positive culture and good governance were listed under values.
In the category of Interview (Table 4), the categories of problem framing
and solution framing can both be listed under decision making. The top
categories under interview are Career Path, Accountability, Decision Making and
Values.
In the category of artifacts (Table 5), the top categories are:
accountability, transparency and recognition, followed closely by collaboration,
positive culture and career path.
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Table 4
Top 10 Codes: Interview
Atlas.ti
1
2
3
4
5
5
6
7
8
8
9
9
10

Codes
Accountability
Career path
Respect
Decision-making
Positive culture
Values
Transparency
Solution framing
Recognition
Supportive
Good governance
Collaboration
Problem framing

Interview
21
28
5
25
6
14
1
11
0
9
4
5
18
147

%
14.0
19.0
0.3
17.0
4.0
9.0
0.06
7.0
0.0
6.0
0.3
0.3
12.0

However when removing the word accountability from this analysis, it can
be determined that the rest of the top categories under observations and artifacts
can be considered values. Respect, Positive Culture, Good Governance,
Transparency, Recognition and Collaboration, can all be considered as valued
by the school district and the superintendent. All of these characteristics
emerged during the interview, observations and artifacts. These values influence
the decision making processes that hold all stakeholders accountable for student
achievement.
The focus in SUSD is clearly on the values as well as on the test scores.
Although this district and superintendent consider academic achievement as
their top priority, they are not willing to sacrifice a positive culture of respect and
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Table 5
Top 10 Codes: Artifacts
Atlas.t
i
1
2
3
4
5
5
6
7
8
8
9
9
10

Codes

Artifacts

%

Accountability
Career Path
Respect
Decisionmaking
Positive Culture
Values
Transparency
Solution
Framing
Recognition
Supportive
Good
Governance
Collaboration
Problem
Framing

33
1
11
6

23.0
0.07
7.0
4.0

11
10
19
3

7.0
7.0
13.0
2.0

16
5
8

11.0
3.0
6.0

14
5

10.0
3.0
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good governance for accountability and integrity. This is truly where the
phronesis lies. Dr. Smith holds accountability as the district’s highest priority,
while maintaining the integrity of the district by giving respect to all stakeholders.
Now more than ever, the work portfolio of America’s school
superintendents is increasingly diverse:
They are responsible for student progress and achievement while
balancing the diversification of their student and staff populations, the
explosion of technology and the digital divide, an expanded set of
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expectations and involvement from the federal level, the media, and board
and community relations, all in the context of an increasingly globalized
education system The work is difficult, the hours are long, and the job
comes with challenges and difficulties. Still, superintendents come back to
work, reporting high levels of job satisfaction. ( Kowalski et al. 2011, p.
xiii)
The Career Path of a superintendent also shapes his or her everyday
decision-making processes as this is where his or her schema or background
knowledge has developed.
A fourth level of analysis was needed in order to demonstrate further the
alignment of the analysis with the literature review.
Level 4;
The following themes regarding the practical wisdom of a school district
superintendent emerged from this latest analysis: Experiential Knowledge,
Problem Solving, Distributed Leadership and Values. These superordinate
categories became the themes of: Experiential Leadership as connected to
Career Path; Problem Solving as connected to Decision Making; Distributed
Leadership as connected to Building Relationships; and Values. Miles and
Huberman (1994), suggest including a description of the database and how it
was produced, along with methods of category development and the coding
system. This is displayed in Appendix D, with the final categories that
enumerated Tables 3,4 and 5 (pp, 123, 124, & 125).
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Conclusions
There is evidence supporting that the researcher is a credible witness.
According to Charmaz (2005), this is revealed in the fact that the researcher has
achieved intimate familiarity with the setting or topic. She invested a
considerable amount of time in the examination of the interview, artifacts and
observations in order to bring a true picture to the reader.
The data proved to be sufficient to merit the researcher’s claims that the
superintendent utilizes phronesis or practical wisdom in her decision making
processes. The researcher has made systematic comparisons between
observations and between categories. A significant amount of time was spent in
data reduction analysis in order to elicit the super ordinate themes from the data.
The categories cover a wide range of empirical observations from the interview,
artifacts and observations. The researcher has developed strong logical links
between the gathered data and the researcher’s argument and analysis. The
researcher provided enough evidence for his or her claims to allow the reader to
form an independent assessment and agree with the researcher’s claim.
In the area of Originality, the categories are fresh and offer new insights.
This was completed with the analysis providing a new conceptual rendering of
the data. There is limited research on the office of the school district
superintendent, especially through the qualitative lens triangulating the
examination of the interview, observations and artifacts. This leads to social and
theoretical importance as it adds to the currently limited amount of research on
the examination of the office of the school district superintendent. The work
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challenges, extends, and refines current ideas, concepts, and practices in the
area of practical wisdom and decision making in the office of the superintendent.
Much research has been completed in the area of business leadership; however,
this body of research adds to the knowledge base in education, specific to the
superintendency.
Using Charmaz’ (2005) category of Resonance, the researcher portrays
the fullness of the studied experience. A picture was painted of SUSD and the
decision making processes of the superintendent, Dr. Smith. The researcher has
drawn links between larger collectivities and individual lives when the data so
indicated. A single case study, such as this, only provides data as a link to the
larger collectivities. The analytic interpretations made sense to Dr. Smith as she
member checked this research. The data and conclusions provided deeper
insights about the office of the superintendent.
This study might also prove useful in that the analysis offered
interpretations that educators can use in their everyday worlds. The analytic
categories spoke to the generic processes of everyday decision making in the
office of the school district superintendent. The analysis raises questions
concerning further research in the area characteristics of an effective
superintendent (Charmaz, 2005, p. 528). In this age of accountability, it seems
that fellow colleagues in the field are becoming more and more stressed. With
high accountability comes added pressure. This study demonstrates a “strong
combination of originality and the credibility provided by the researcher in this
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study increases resonance, usefulness, and the subsequent value of the
contribution” (p. 528). The researcher proves to be credible because
incorporated into this study are “reasoned reflections and principled convictions
that convey a reality [that] makes a substantive contribution” (Charmaz, 2005, p.
529). The researcher provided a true sense of this reality and understands that
the study makes a contribution to the field of Educational Leadership.
The data examined by the researcher concludes that practical wisdom is
evident in the school district superintendent of SUSD.
Through careful analysis of the artifacts, the data presents SUSD as
having transparency and recognition as two of their top identifying factors. This
demonstrates SUSD allows transparency and recognition to support the
accountability.
The questions that guided the study were: Are the priorities of the
superintendent as represented in the interview consistent with those represented
in the artifacts and observations? Do both the priorities of the superintendent and
those represented in the interview, artifacts and observations, provide evidence
of practical wisdom? The study demonstrates that the priorities of the
superintendent are consistent with those represented in the artifacts and
observations. Dr. Smith’s priorities and those represented in the artifacts,
observations and interview provide evidence of practical wisdom. Dr. Smith’s
statement of keeping her principal frame when making decisions is evidence that
she thinks of others before thinking of herself. Her decisions are not made based
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on what is best for the district only, but how these decisions impact the school
and those working at the school. Dr. Smith also emphasized, “You can’t make a
decision one way and then chart a different course because it confuses people”
(personal communication, March 6, 2013). She understands the vastness of
each decision she makes. She understands that her decisions could lead to
confusion and dysfunction if decisions are not ‘rolled out’ correctly. This is in
direct relationship to her personal and professional values as well as those of the
district. As the Strategic Overview for SUSD puts it so eloquently, “Good
decisions result from collaboration with stakeholders” (Strategic Overview, 20102015).
Dr. Smith considered all options even if it meant eliminating other
programs. She was able to help the stakeholders of SUSD understand that the
realignment of the Adult School Education monies as necessary and productive
to reach the goals of the school district. The collaborative agreement was that
funneling the remaining Adult Education funding back into the General Education
budget would be the best use of funds. In reference to the Strategic Overview,
this is a decision that was made with students and their future at the core every
decision.
It is also important to note that collaboration follows closely on the heels
of recognition in the analysis of artifacts (Table 5, p. 125). The phronesis is found
in the collaborative model of leadership modeled and supported by the
superintendent. The artifacts of meeting minutes demonstrate collaboration
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between superintendent, board members, district office staff and site personnel,
giving meaning to the term of Distributed Leadership. Again, the researcher
refers to the strategic overview. (The strategic overview cannot be referenced
as it contains the name of the school district).
Practical wisdom is found when the values of the superintendent are
reflected in the decisions, the artifacts and the treatment of all stakeholders. This
researcher found the superintendent allowed her values to impact the decisionmaking process, while considering and collaborating with all stakeholders.
This analysis was member-checked by Dr. Smith to determine
verisimilitude. Similar to Halverson’s (2002) study,
how one reconstructed narrative of practice about a locally designed
artifact [report] is used in its representation to the governing board, . . . the
artifact designers . . . determine the narrative’s verisimilitude and fidelity to
the original experience. (p. 86)
Dr. Smith has determined this narrative of the interview, observation and practice
is true in its representation to others.
All levels of analysis demonstrate that as a leader, Dr. Smith has
established a clear vision for the district with the goal of student achievement
being their top priority. This goal is being realized because of her practical
wisdom or phronesis. Dr. Smith uses her experiences and values to influence all
decisions. Her style of Distributed Leadership allows for the decisions to be
collaborative in nature, giving all stakeholders the opportunity for input before a
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final decision must be made. The collaborative nature of this school district helps
to build trust while still holding true to the goal of student achievement being the
top priority.
Chapter Five continues the examination and discussion in context of the
particulars and includes recommendations and discussion for further study.

132

CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

Summary of Study
This study looked at the use of practical wisdom by the school district
leader. An interview with the superintendent, artifacts from the district, and
observations of meetings and events were studied to analyze the practical
wisdom of the school district superintendent.
The questions addressed were: “Are the priorities of the superintendent
consistent with those represented in the interview, artifacts, and observations?”
and “Do both the priorities of the superintendent and the interview, artifacts, and
observations provide evidence of practical wisdom?”
Interview
The interview demonstrated that one common finding is that
accountability is the district’s and superintendent’s priority. This is to be expected
as accountability is the priority for every school district. Ironically, the results that
evolved as to how accountability was addressed in the district provided the
researcher with the findings of this study. The findings demonstrated that the
superintendent used her past experiences to make decisions; she consulted with
other stakeholders and a consulting firm. This researcher believes this is a
demonstration of practical wisdom as the superintendent used her extensive
knowledge gained from a variety of experiences, along with the collaboration of
other knowledgeable people, before making decisions that would impact the
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entire school district. Many school districts do not see the need to bring in an
outside consultant to help with achieving their goals.
In the interview portion of the study, the most prevalent concepts are:
accountability, the relationship of experience to practical wisdom, while the use
of an outside consultant can aid in the implementation of practical wisdom.
Artifacts
The artifacts utilized were agendas, minutes, and presentations of Results
Reports to the governing board. Accountability was also established as having
priority through these artifacts. Student achievement is a high priority; however,
the observations reinforced that accountability was not emphasized at the
expense of jeopardizing relationships or condoning unethical behaviors. These
artifacts reinforced the use of practical wisdom by the superintendent in that they
show measurable results to the governing board in a public meeting. One of the
surprises encountered in the study was the strong systems management
component in the district which included the Results Reports. These results are
shared and analyzed at every meeting of the governing board. These results
provide the governing board and superintendent areas to change, move forward,
or strengthen their organization on an ongoing basis. The Results Reports were
a key component of the systems in place. These reports reflected not only the
academic results of the students, but also addressed the entire school system
including: Fiscal Matters, Facilities, Instruction, and the Office of the
Superintendent. The governing board received a monthly report on the
“soundness” of the systems within the district. The board did not rely solely on
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the once a year snapshot addressing API or AYP, or the annual fiscal audit. The
district leader insured that these reports were a priority to the governing board.
The Results Reports, along with this particular process that was in place to
evaluate the reports, allowed for a sense of accountability. These reports also
evaluated the board policies that were working to help the governing board see
the big picture of the entire district. Each board member was given a formal
report. The report was then accepted by the governing board as 1. being
compliant, 2. compliant with noted exceptions or 3. non-compliant. The district
then worked on any areas of weakness. The superintendent used these reports
to keep the governing board informed of their progress of abiding by the Mission
of the district which was “students will graduate prepared and motivated to
succeed in their choice of career and higher education and to contribute to the
common good.” The board did not specifically tell the district what to do;
however, it was the district’s form of communication on progress towards goals.
The phronesis was in the use of collective leadership to build and then publish
these reports to the governing board as a team. Dr. Smith saw the value in
working on these at the cabinet and board level. These reports were considered
an integral part of the accountability process for SUSD.
Observations
The observations of meetings and events concluded that public
recognition was of great importance to the superintendent. This was evidenced
by recognition at meetings of the governing board, newspaper articles, local
radio shows, and an event where the district recognizes stakeholders annually.
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This recognition honored district staff, as well as students, parents and
community stakeholders. This recognition showed the superintendent’s and
district’s priorities and pride in the accomplishments of their employees. This was
also the name of their annual public recognition ceremony each year, WHOO
(We Honor Our Own). The practical wisdom of recognizing those who have
contributed to the strengths of the district is another form of practical wisdom.
Another conclusion in regard to addressing Accountability was the fact
that the superintendent remained relationship-based, even when pursuing
accountability. For her, it was not only about the test scores, but the people who
helped the students to increase those scores. Dr. Smith showed the staff when
she was new to the district how to comprehend and use the data and results to
drive instruction. She began by focusing student achievement on what the
students “needed,” the practical wisdom of empowering employees to make
decisions based on data that helped them all to understand the needs of the
student and the specific kind of instruction that needed to be implemented. This
type of distributive leadership helped others to feel empowered in their decision
making.
These types of findings demonstrated phronesis, or practical wisdom, in
the office of the school district superintendent (Brands, 2014).
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Conclusions
Major Findings
The major findings of this study include:
•

Accountability in student achievement must be the number one priority
for every school district.

•

Values influence a superintendent’s decision-making.

•

Strong superintendents utilize a good systems management approach.

•

Strong superintendents are relationship-based.

•

Timely, accurate communication with the school board, employees,
and the public is a key to being a successful superintendent.

•

Superintendents should engage in reflective practice

•

Superintendents are expert problem solvers who see challenges as
opportunities for growth instead of barriers to success.

Recommendations for Further Research
There are several recommendations for further research. They include: 1.
Utilization of a larger sample size in a longitudinal format. If additional school
district superintendents were studied using repeated interviews, artifacts and
observations, for a longer period of time (for three or more years), perhaps the
implications would yield more information that could be helpful for the study of
the superintendency; and 2. An extensive study of the characteristics of an
effective superintendent. A larger scale study could result in more information
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concerning the type of superintendent that may be most effective in sustaining
change.
Future research could lead to the development of an assessment tool for
practical wisdom. This assessment would be useful as one means of applicant
screening and selection. One example of this could include questions in the
formal application process that have typically been considered a part of the
interview process. This would allow the applicant more time for reflection so the
interviewing district could get a more comprehensive idea of the background
knowledge and experience of the applicant during the screening portion of the
application process.

Concluding Remarks
The value of integrity in both the office of the superintendent and the
district was evident. There is evidence that SUSD has embedded the basic
principles of Aristotle’s thought on ethics into their board policy. The governing
board does not tolerate unlawful or unethical behavior. This was a demonstration
that the governing board of SUSD values a superintendent who has integrity in
every area of her life, not just during working hours. The integrity of the leader is
of ultimate importance because she represents the entire district.
The study of wisdom is difficult at best as it is not something that is
tangible. Aristotle believed the wise man who is devoted to the development of
his mind and the perfection of virtue may also find himself a leader of the people
(Wheelright, 1951). The idea of practical wisdom is how we come to understand
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the right way to do the right thing in a particular circumstance, with a particular
person, at a particular time (Schwartz, B. & Sharpe, K. , 2010). This study helps
us to understand that even in turbulent times; we must remain calm amidst the
storm. If superintendents surround themselves with those who compensate for
their weaknesses, and give them advice and support when needed, it helps them
to make wise decisions. Relationship-based superintendents have the ability to
earn the respect of all stakeholders.
This study provides the addition of both social and theoretical areas to the
educational database and adds to the currently limited amount of research on
the examination of the office of the school district superintendent. This work
challenges, extends, and refines current ideas, concepts, and practices in the
area of practical wisdom and decision making in the office of the superintendent.
Much research has been completed in the area of business leadership; however,
this research expands the knowledge base in educational leadership, specific to
the office of the school district superintendent.
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APPENDIX A
ARTIFACTS
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

Artifact

Date

CBEDS Report
Academic Achievement Policy
Citizens Oversight Committee
Minutes Citizens Oversight Committee
Citizens Oversight Committee
Citizens Oversight Committee
Agreement with College of the Desert
Certificated Forum Minutes
Certificated Forum Minutes
Classified Forum Minutes
Classified Forum Minutes
Monitoring Report of Health and Wellness policy
Monitoring Report – Mission of District
Monitoring Report of Operational Expectations
Board CEO Relationship
Board Policies Index
Coherent Governance: Systemic Alignment Doc
Facilities Need Analysis
Community Use of Facilities
Management Forum Minutes
Strategic Overview
Student Wellness Plan
Annual Work Plan- Board Culture
Fleet Replacement Program
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda
Board Agenda

10/3/12
3/12/13
2/27/12
2/27/12
5/21/12
10/12/12
3/13/13
2/06/12
10/29/12
3/12/12
10/12/12
5/22/12
5/22/12
1/22/2013
2/10/09
2/10/09
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2/24/12
3/12/13
11/19/12
1/3/12
2013
2013
3/12/13
2/14/12
2/28/12
3/13/12
3/27/12
4/24/12
5/08/12
5/22/12
12/11/12
1/22/13
2/12/13

APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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Superintendent Interview regarding phronesis, or practical wisdom, in the
office of the superintendent

Career Path
1. As a Superintendent, reflect on the various steps in your Career Path and
how these steps prepared you for a superintendency.
2. In your opinion what are some of the most significant deficiencies in
leadership skills that detract from the superintendent’s success?
District
1. Share with me how the Mission, Vision and Goals are established for your
district. What constituent groups were involved? Is there a policy or
procedure in place to evaluate and train them in a timely manner? If so, how
does that process work?
2. Explain how expenditures in the budget reflect the priorities of the district and
correlate with the Mission, Vision and Goals of the district.
3. Can you give me several examples of involving educational stake holders in
your decision-making process?
4. Describe the established artifacts that are maintained in the district that assist
in monitoring programs and activities and assist with problem identification
and problem solving.
Superintendent
1. As you reflect about the district and the leadership team when you were first
appointed as Superintendent, can you describe the strengths of each person
on the leadership team?
2. Since you were promoted from within the district, what do you believe were
some of the compelling reasons you were selected?
3. As Superintendent describe two of the most challenging problems that you
had to deal with in you first year. How were they identified and who did you
involve in bringing about a solution? What were the artifacts that were utilized
in the process? Was there any knowledge gained from your previous
experiences that helped you in the problem solving? Can you provide an
example of how you had to adapt to a particular situation and change your
thinking?
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4. Identify the major stakeholders in your district and describe how you work
with them.
5. Describe the process that is in place for the board to evaluate you. How
often. Are there any specified criteria?
6. Since you are now an experienced Superintendent, describe the most
significant skills a superintendent needs to be successful.
7. What advice would you give to a future superintendent candidate?
Developed by Frieda G. Brands, 2014.
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APPENDIX C
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL
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APPENDIX D
CODING HIERARCHY
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Atlas.ti Hierarchy
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42

1
2
3
4
5
5
6
7
8
8
9
9
10
11
12
13
13
13
14
15
15
16
16
16
16
16
16
17
17
18
18
19
20
20
20
20
20
20
21
21
22
22

Codes

Quantity

Accountability
Career path
Respect
Decision-making
Positive culture
Values
Transparency
Solution framing
Recognition
Supportive
Good governance
Collaboration
Problem framing
Positive relationships
Fair treatment
Building relationships
Reflective
Thoughtful
Achieve prof in Eng
All stakeholders
Optimize stud learning
Achieve ind goals
Collaborate w families
Effect. Qual. Staff
Increase student achievement
Interpersonal skills
Student’s future
High expectations
Professional
Contribute to common good
Highly trained
Financial stewardship
Attain proficiency
Diverse staff
Experience
Respecting diversity
Student support
Teaching techniques
Develop partnerships
Good decisions
Interactions
Safe campus

60
37
36
34
33
33
32
26
25
25
24
24
23
22
20
16
16
16
14
13
13
12
12
12
12
12
12
11
11
10
10
9
8
8
8
8
8
8
7
7
6
6

148

%
15
9
9
8
8
8
7
6
6
6
6
6
6
5
5
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1

Atlas.ti Hierarchy
43
44
45
46

23
23
23
24

47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

24
25
26
26
27
27
28
28

Codes

Quantity

%

Civil rights
Lifelong success
Rigorous
Researched based professional
development
Safety
Relieve crowding
Standards aligned curriculum
Engaged learning
Pride
Relevant
Character building
Student interest in community

5
5
5
4

1
1
1
1

4
3
2
2
1
1
0
0

1
1
0.5
0.5
0.3
0.3
0
0

149

APPENDIX E
DATA REDUCTION ANALYSIS

150

Original code
Accountability
Achieve Proficiency in
English
Achievement of individual
goals
All stakeholder

Attain proficiency
Build relationships
Career path
Character building
Civil rights
Collaborate with families
Collaboration
Comprehensive researched
based professional
development
Contribution to common good
Decision making
Develop partnerships
Diverse staff
Effective qualified staff
Enhance student interest in
their community

Experience
Fair treatment
Financial stewardship
Good decisions
Good governance
High expectation
Highly trained
Increase student
achievement
Interactions
Interpersonal skills
Lifelong success

First data reduction
Accountability
Safety
Safe campuses
Relieve overcrowding
Students and their future

Lifelong success
Enhance student interest in
their community
Students actively engaged in
learning
Optimize student learning
Achievement of individual
goals
Attain proficiency
Increase student
achievement
Achieve proficiency in English
High expectations
Standards aligned curriculum
Teaching techniques
Rigorous
Relevant
Comprehensive researched
based professional
development
Good governance
Financial stewardship
Diverse staff
Effective qualified staff
Highly trained
Professional
Build relationships
All stakeholders
Thoughtful
Supportive
Positive relationships
Student support
Positive work climate
Positive culture
Interpersonal skills
Interactions
Recognition
Develop partnerships

151

Final major themes
Accountability
Building relationships/
distributive leadership
Problem solving
values
Outlier
Career path/experience

Original code

First data reduction

Optimize student learning
Positive culture
Positive work climate
Positive relationships
Pride
Problem framing
Professional
Recognition
Reflective
Relevant
Relieve overcrowding
Respect
Respecting diversity
Rigorous
Safe campuses
Safety
Solution framing
Standards aligned curriculum
Student support
Students actively engaged in
learning
Students and their future
Supportive
Teaching techniques
Thoughtful
Transparency
Values

Collaborate with families
Collaboration
Experience
Decision making/problem
solving
Solution framing
Problem framing
Good decisions
Reflective
Collaboration
Experience
Values
Character building
Transparency
Respecting diversity
Respect
Fair treatment
Civil rights
Contribution to common good
Pride
Experience
Career path
Experience

152

Final major themes
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